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Al-Imam (The Leader), which was published in Singapore from 1906 to 1908, has been 
considered to be the first Islamic ‘reformist’ periodical in the region. It has at times, been also 
called a ‘Pan-Islamic’ publication. Departing from previous studies which examined the 
periodical from these perspectives, this thesis positions Al-Imam as a text produced by Muslim 
intellectuals  under the ambit of imperialism and examines the text in terms of styles of thought. 
Utilizing Edward Said’s concept of Orientalism as the guiding conceptual framework, this study 
argues that there exists a complex co-existence of Orientalism and Orientalism in reverse in the 
contents of the periodical . This argument provides a more nuanced understanding of Al-Imam 
and takes into account the broader and rapidly changing socio-political milieu of the time. In the 
second part of the study, we observe that Al-Imam’s portrayal of Islamic linkages between 
Southeast Asia-Middle East has its parallels in academic studies on Islam in Southeast Asia. Due 
to the problems posed by Orientalism in such portrayals, we suggest that an ‘integrative history’ 








Chapter 1: Introduction1 
1.1 Introduction 
 
This is an essay on social change. It looks at the problematics and consequences of 
cultural contacts between societies at a time of “Western dominated modernity” (cf Makdisi 
2000). The essay uses, as its point of entry, an analysis of the periodical called Al-Imam (The 
Leader). Specifically, it studies the impact of external events, ideas and influences on a group of 
Singapore-based Muslim intellectuals who started the periodical with the aim of arresting what 
they felt was a decline of Malay/Muslim societies during a period of Western domination. We 
narrow this analysis by looking at elements of the periodical that has been called ‘Pan-Islamic’ 
and study these elements in terms of styles of thought instead. Subsequently, we move beyond an 
analysis of Al-Imam to look at the broader problems in the academic scholarship that studies 
contacts between different Muslim societies; and try to provide an alternative framework for 
studying such contacts. This essay, therefore, consists of two inter-related parts. 
 
1.2. Edward Said’s Orientalism 
 
The problems of cultural differences and inter-cultural contacts are classic issues in the 
social sciences (Turner 1994:3). In this essay, we find Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978)2 
                                                          
1 I would like to thank Assoc. Prof. Syed Farid Alatas and Gloria Arlini for reviewing an earlier draft of this paper. 
Thank you also to Kartini Saparudin from Singapore’s National Library for facilitating access to some of the 




helpful in beginning our analysis of one specific feature of this cultural contact –how the Orient 
is ‘imagined’ under the ambit of the imperial project. The study of Orientalism rests on Said’s 
profoundly imaginative insight that many great texts on the Orient were produced by individuals 
directly or indirectly involved in the imperial enterprise. These texts were produced when 
boundaries between two previously separate cultures were crossed; in the form of Occidental 
expeditions, missionary work, trade, leisure travel and so on. These contacts were also marked 
by asymmetries of power, which allowed the Occident to ‘imagine’ and ‘produce’ the Orient 
textually and as Said would argue; enabled the Occident to ‘grasp’, ‘know’ and eventually 
control both its geography and its people. As such, these imaginings tend to be antagonistic and 
based on “imaginative geographies” (cf Said 1978). Thus, Said once said that in writing 
Orientalism, he has “found himself rethinking geography” (Gregory 2002:314). The irony of 
Orientalism therefore is that these ‘power-laden’ divisions and exclusions arose out of contacts 
and interactions between different cultures.  
 
1.2.1 Pan-Islam, Orientalism and Orientalism in reverse 
 
At first glance, it may seem unorthodox to study Al-Imam within the framework of 
Orientalism. In the field of Malay studies, the periodical is widely respected and often referred to 
as the first ‘reformist’ periodical in Southeast Asia. It has also been called ‘anti-colonial’ in 
orientation (for example Abu Bakar 1991). However, the relevance of Said’s work in the present 
study is clearer if we position Al-Imam as not simply an early Islamic periodical with a 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
2 In this essay, we adopt the convention of italicizing the word ‘Orientalism’ to refer to the book by Said, in order to 




‘reformist3’ bent, but a text written under conditions of imperialism, produced by writers in the 
Orient who lived increasingly under Western domination and contact. However, because the text 
was written by Muslim intellectuals living under increasing Western domination, this reversal of 
roles (where the Orient becomes the ‘producer’ and not just the ‘produced’) requires an 
extension and critical adoption of Said’s ideas to include the point of view of the Orient. 
Therefore, in our analysis of Al-Imam, we have found it useful to look also at Orientalism in 
reverse. These two styles of thought form the conceptual heart of the paper and allow us to adopt 
a more nuanced understanding of this periodical. 
 
Specifically, we will be focusing mostly, but not exclusively4, on articles in Al-Imam that 
has been called ‘Pan-Islamic’. This is because such articles tend to place events and ideas of 
concern in relation to external developments. From here, we are able to examine closely the 
styles of thoughts underlying the nature of such interactions. In our overall analysis, we argue 
that there exists a complex co-existence between Orientalism and Orientalism in reverse in Al-
Imam. This nuanced understanding serves as a counterweight to previous studies that tend to 
view the periodical in simpler terms. How this co-existence is expressed, its characteristics and 
implications will be discussed in this study. 
 
                                                          
3 The term ‘reformist’, when applied to Islam, is problematic in the sense that it assumes a similar experience with 
the Christian-Reformation experience, where dissatisfaction with the establishment (the Catholic Church) led to a 
separate movement (see Alatas 2007). Al-Imam advocated no such thing. However, we use the term as a point of 
convenience since previous studies on Al-Imam tend to refer to it as such. 
 
4 This is because there are also some articles which are not ‘Pan-Islamic’ in orientation but clearly reflects either 




Furthermore, we argue that how Al-Imam portrayed relations between different Muslim 
societies is identical to how the academic scholarship has portrayed the same set of relations.  
This brings us to the second part of the study, which is motivated by the following question: If 
we agree that such portrayals in the scholarship are reflective of Orientalism, what alternatives 
exist that do not suffer from the epistemological and ontological problems of Orientalism while 
providing us with a clear methodology from which we can base our analysis?  We will suggest 
one possible approach in this essay. 
 
1.3 Significance of Approach 
 
Currently, in the growing field of the study of old Malay/Islamic texts5, the literature has 
not yet looked at colonial-era manuscripts in this manner  because these manuscripts were never 
clearly positioned as texts produced under conditions of imperialism or texts that mediate 
between two ‘worlds’ –Islam and imperialism.  
 
Pan-Islam’ also implicitly contains the idea of delineating space –between Muslims and 
non-Muslims and that the division of this space tends to be antagonistic. This helps to bring out 
the relevance of our framework further.  Furthermore, by examining such articles in terms of 
styles of thought, we move away from thinking in terms of concepts like ‘Pan-Islam’, ‘reformist’ 
or ‘revivalist’. While such terms provide convenient handles in navigating the subject matter, 
they are ambiguous and too broad to be analytically useful (cf Alatas 2005), a point that will be 
made in the next chapter and explored in greater detail in Chapter 5. Furthermore, studies that 
                                                          
5 For example, Ian Proudfoot from Australia National University is heading the Malay Concordance Project, an 
online database that compiles information on classical Malay texts and literature. See www.mcp.anu.edu.au . 
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analyze both Orientalism and its reverse when dealing with the same subject matter are rare, 
especially studies focusing on Islam in Southeast Asia. Lastly, our alternative framework can be 




1.4 Structure of Paper 
 
Chapter 2 provides a short overview of Al-Imam. We then outlined the significance of the 
periodical in early 20th century Malay society followed by a critical examination of previous 
studies. Chapter 3 elaborates on the method and conceptual framework of the paper, which both 
utilizes and extends Edward Said’s analysis of Orientalism. Chapters 4 examines in detail the 
Orientalism and reverse Orientalism of Al-Imam, as well as the characteristics of this co-
existence. Turning our discussion to the academic scholarship, we observe that Al-Imam’s 
portrayal of Islamic linkages between Southeast Asia-Middle East has its parallels in studies on 
Islam in Southeast Asia. Given the problems associated with such portrayals, we propose an 
approach that can serve as an alternative framework. This will be the focus in Chapter 5, with 










Chapter 2: Al-Imam  
These days, there are people who believe that the illness of nations may be cured with the 




Al-Imam was the first reformist Islamic periodical to appear in Southeast Asia. Published 
on a monthly basis, it ran from July 1906 to December 1908, with its office and printing 
premises at No. 17-18 Weld Street, Singapore (Abdul Aziz vii: 2006). It began with a monthly 
circulation of 2000 copies, which then increased to 5000 copies per month and sold in Singapore, 
Malaya and some parts of the Dutch East Indies through a network of representatives7, although 
complimentary copies were also given to schools and madrasah. The periodical was started with 
the financial backing of a wealthy merchant, Syed Sheikh Salim Al-Kalali, an Acehnese of 
Hadramaut descent (Roff 1967:64) and to a lesser extent, Raja Ali Ahmadi, a Bugis prince from 
the Riau-Lingga Sultanate (Abu Bakar 1991:116). In March 1908, readers were informed that the 
ownership of the periodical would be transferred from al-Kalali to a newly formed company 
                                                          
6 See (Laffan 2003:167) 
 
7 Al-Imam was distributed in the following areas in Malaya and Dutch East Indies: Malacca, Johor, Kuala Lumpur, 
Pulau Pinang, Serdang, Pahang, Perak, Muar, Tanjung Pura, Selangor, Sumatra, Palembang, Padang Panjang, 
Padang, Bali, Java(Pamelang) and Aceh. This was based on our reading of the various issues of the periodical, 
although the listing may not be exhaustive. 
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called Matbaah [Printing] Al-Imam Co. Ltd, with a capital of $20,0008 and its leadership 
invested into a board of directors. 
 
2.1.1 Demise of Al-Imam 
 
It is generally agreed that the periodical folded due to financial difficulties (see for 
example, Roff 1967, Abdul Aziz 2006, Laffan 2007). In one article, Al-Imam informed its 
readers that as an added value for its customers, the periodical would henceforth be printed using 
better quality paper, utilizing ‘Istanbul’-styled lithography. Since such improvements incurred 
more costs, the periodical urged its subscribers to pay promptly; stating that total payments 
received in financial year ending December 1906 was not enough to cover operating costs9. 
Laffan however suggests that differences amongst the founders with regards to Sufi orientations 
as well as tensions over the fact that most of the figures were non-Malays producing critical 
comments about Malay society could be contributing factors aiding to its demise (2007:703). 
Another factor could be offered. After the reorganization of the management of Al-Imam in 
March 1908, the wealthy Arab merchant Syed Muhammad Aqil was made a Director. Aqil later 
became embroiled in a high profile investigation in that same year as the main suspect over the 
murder of another prominent Arab merchant in Singapore, Syed Abdul Kadir Alsagoff. The 
charges were later dropped (although his release did not amount to an acquittal) when the jury 
found that a key witness had committed “systematic perjury” (Roff 1967:141).  The trial could 
                                                          
8 Matbaah al-Imam Company Limited. Vol.2,No.10. March 1908.  
 
9 [Untitled] Vol.2, No.1. July 1907.  
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have partly played a role in damaging Al-Imam’s reputation or created conflict amongst the 
management, since the periodical ceased publication in December 190810, only nine months after 
it was reorganized into a full-fledged company that was flushed with capital. Despite being 
short-lived however, Al-Imam was a significant journal in its own right, as the next section, 
which also reviews the literature, will show. 
 
2.2 Existing studies on Al-Imam: Three Issues 
 
Al-Imam has been the subject, directly or otherwise, of a number of studies (for example, 
Roff 1967, Sarim 1979, Noer 1982, Abu Bakar 1991, Azra 1999 Laffan 2003 and  Abdul Aziz 
2006). Although these studies, in particular Roff’s groundbreaking work entitled Origins of 
Malay Nationalism (1967), provide valuable historical insights into early 20th century Malay 
society, they tend to be more descriptive in nature. Apart from this broad observation, there are 
three more specific issues in the literature which need to be addressed.  
 
First, while existing studies have noted the influence of the teachings of the Egyptian 
scholar and theologian, Muhammad Abduh, and in particular, the Cairo-based periodical Al-
Manar (The Lighthouse) on Al-Imam, they rarely locate Al-Imam within a broader milieu – a 
complex interstice between colonial rule and an Asia that was seen to be on the ‘rise’. As such, 
the tensions and subtleties of the contents of the periodical escape analysis. Second, there is a 
                                                          
10 Roff (2002 [2009]), in his study of the court documents of the murder trial, proposes a similar explanation. He 
explains that Aqil was a Shiite and his stand on specific issues angered the rest of the Arabs, who were Sunnis. After 
his acquittal, Aqil published a book –Al Nasa’ih al-kafiya li-man yatawalla Mu’awiya (Ample admonitions to 





tendency to point out that Al-Imam was simply mimicking Al-Manar in its contents. Lastly, Al-
Imam has often been described as ‘Pan-Islamic’ (as well as ‘reformist’ and ‘anti-colonial’). The 
use of such terms robs us from a more nuanced and complex understanding of this publication. 
 
The identification of these three issues is not an exercise in finding ‘fault’ with the 
literature. There must be strong justifications as to why Al-Imam was selected for the present 
study; and the rationale must go beyond the superficial reason that it was the first ‘reformist’ 
periodical in Southeast Asia.  Also, if Al-Imam was simply reproducing articles from Al-Manar, 
its contents may not reflect the realities of Southeast Asian lives and could weaken our analysis. 
We argue that Al-Imam is a valuable subject of historical-sociological inquiry because it existed 
in a more complex and rapidly changing milieu than what the literature has suggested, its articles 
directly addressed the problems of Malay society within this milieu and it exerted an influence 
long after its demise.  
 
2.2.1 The socio-political milieu and significance of Al-Imam 
 
Al-Imam appeared in a period of tumultuous social change across different parts of the 
world. In the Dutch East Indies, the implementation of the Dutch’s Ethical Policy 1901 (after 
pressure from Dutch humanitarians and liberals back home) enabled Muslims to practice their 
religion more freely, but also resulted in greater Dutch interference and involvement in village 
affairs, creating what had been called the “Dutch version of the white man’s burden” (Lapidus 
10 
 
1988:754). In 1903, after fighting a long drawn battle spanning over four decades11 (Ricklefs 
2002:188), Dutch forces eventually managed to subdue a large part of the Islamic province of 
Aceh,  
In Malaya, British’s grip on all the remaining independent Malay states was about to be 
complete, with Johor, the last independent Malay state, increasingly unable to ward off deeper 
British interference in its affairs12 (Nadarajah 2000:51). Back in Egypt, the great Islamic 
reformer and Mufti of the famed Al-Azhar University, Muhammad Abduh, whose teachings and 
ideas formed the crux of Al-Imam’s philosophy, passed away in 1905. That same year, Japan’s 
defeat of Russia in the Russo-Japanese War marked the first time an Eastern country had 
defeated a mighty Western power. Alongside these developments, Sultan Abdul Hamid II, 
presiding over a decaying Ottoman Empire, had begun, from the turn of the century, to position 
himself as Caliph, or leader, for all Muslims. These developments were to be points of 
influences, concerns and reflection in the pages of Al-Imam. 
 
That the periodical appeared in Singapore instead of Malaysia or Indonesia was due to 
Singapore’s strategic position as “a hub in the movement of people and cultural-religious ideas” 
(Houben 2003:156) and Singapore’s position as a “major staging point of the Hajj” (Laffan 
2003:161). Singapore has long enjoyed this position even before Raffles claimed the island. In 
the Tuhfat al-Nafis (The Precious Gift), written in 1885 and which chronicled the history and rise 
of the Bugis aristocracy in the Riau-Lingga Sultanate, we note the role that Singapore played as a 
                                                          
11 Although Dutch’s occupation in Aceh was never total and complete, unlike other parts of the East Indies, and kept 
meeting with resistance and rebellion over the years.  
 
12 Johor was finally forced to accept a British adviser in 1910 (Nadarajah 2000:51). This took place after years of 
British’s concern about the state of Johor’s finances and Sultan Ibrahim’s intention to cut off Johor’s economic 
dependence from Singapore.  
11 
 
‘centralized’ meeting place for the various Bugis princes where intrigues and plans were hatched. 
In early 20th century, however, Singapore’s strategic location in the Malacca Straits meant that 
items like paper, ink, lithography and foreign periodicals (that become sources of ideas) which 
had to be imported from overseas were easily available in Singapore13. This in turn made 
Singapore the heart of Malay publishing in the first two decades of the 20th century (Hamedi 
2002:2). 
 
The birth of Al-Imam has often been said to mark the beginning of 20th century Islamic 
reformism (Abdul Aziz 2006, Sarim 1979). This assertion however, must be tempered since the 
temporal sequence gave the impression that Al-Imam was a path-breaker. Islamic reformism has 
always punctuated Islamic history where an awareness of the discrepancy between the ideals of 
Islam and the realities of Muslim life creates cyclical drives for renewal and reform, or tajdid 
wa-islah ( Levtzion & Gideon 2007:259). In the 18th century for instance, many leaders of the 
Padri Movement of Minangkabau that waged war against the Dutch were members of the 
reformed Sufi Order, the Shattariyya. While they sought inner mystical experience common to 
all Sufi orders, the Shattariyya members did so within the boundaries of the syariah (Levtzion & 
Gideon 2007:259). Similarly, the emergence of a “religious revival” in Banten, Indonesia in the 
1840s to 1850s, led by ulama of the Qadiri order, combined “religious revivalism with  strong 
hostility to foreign rule” (Lapidus 1990:758). Furthermore, while it was the first reformist 
oriented periodical that focused on Islam to appear in Southeast Asia, it was not the first 
publication to do so. The honour goes to the Singapore-based Tamil weekly newspaper Cinkai 
                                                          
13 Similarly, Albert Hourani observes that al-Bustani’s groundbreaking effort in producing the first Arabic 
encyclopedia (the first volume appeared in 1876) was aided by the fact that he lived in the bustling port city of 
Beirut, which was exposed to many foreign newspapers, books and latest news from around the world (1993:166).  
12 
 
Necan (1887-1890), which printed articles about developments on Islam and Muslim reformers 
in Cairo (Tschacher 2009:61). This distinction is rarely made in studies on Al-Imam, leading to 
the sometimes exaggerated image of Al-Imam as a pioneer and path-breaker. 
 
Nonetheless, Al-Imam was a significant publication in its own right. Although it ran only 
from July 1906 to December 1908, it was “a radical departure in the field of Malay publications” 
(Roff 1962:167). Not only did its articles contained  greater intellectual depth  pertaining to 
Islam and society, the ideas that it introduced were ‘fresh’ and at times challenged the traditional 
religious hierarchy, who were routinely criticized for their lack of ‘progressiveness’ and efforts 
to make Malay society more competitive with the West. Al-Imam also sparked debates about 
Islamic reformism for the decades to come14, which helped break the dominance of the 
traditional religious hierarchy in the region (see Nafi 2004). For example, long after its demise, 
Al-Imam continued to exert its influence. Abbas Taha’s weekly paper Neracha (The Scale) and 
its companion journal Tunas Melayu (Malay Revivalist, 1911-1915) and Syed Sheikh Ahmad al-
Hadi’s al-Ikhwan (The Brotherhood, 1923-1931) were just some of the publications that were 
influenced by Al-Imam15 (Nik Ahmad 1956:12).  
 
Furthermore, the founders of Al-Imam would later establish and lead ‘reformed’ 
madrasah which utilized class based teaching using a curriculum that taught Islamic sciences 
                                                          
14 This debate also sometimes turned hostile between the ‘reformists’ and ‘traditionalist’. In 1925, a fight broke out 
at the Kampung Laut Mosque in Kelantan by members of both groups, over whether the niat (a verse uttered before 
the start of prayers), should be uttered loudly or at heart (Sarim 1979:156). 
15 Abbas Taha and al-Hadi were also co-founders of Al-Imam. Hence despite its demise, its founders move on to 




with an emphasis on the Quran and Sunna, ‘Western’ knowledge such as English and 
Mathematics and business skills for small scale entrepreneurship. For instance, the founders of 
Al-Imam helped set up the Madrasah al-Iqbal al-Islamiyyah in Singapore in 1907, whose first 
principal was the Egyptian Uthman Effendy Raffat. On his way to assume his post, Uthman had 
passed by India, where, perhaps as an indirect praise to al-Iqbal’s patron, Sultan Abdul Rahman 
of Riau; had contributed a letter to the Indian periodical al-Muayad (The Dependent [on God]), 
which was later reprinted in Al-Imam. In the letter, he praised the establishment of the madrasah 
in Singapore and lamented the lack of patrons in India who were involved in similar pursuits16. 
 
 Al-Iqbal was the first madrasah in Singapore to follow a ‘reformist’ curriculum which 
twinned ‘Western’ knowledge with Islamic sciences. It taught Arabic, Malay, English, 
Geography, History, Mathematics, Art and Physical Education alongside Islamic sciences such 
as tajwid (elocution)17. The madrasah was not financially sustainable however and in 1908, it 
was relocated to the island of Penyengat upon the request of Sultan Abdul Rahman (Sarim 1979: 
164). The birth of Al-Iqbal however, spurred the establishment of similar madrasah like al-
Mashhur al-Islamiyyah in Pulau Pinang in 1918 and al-Diniah Kampung Llang in Perak in 1934 
which subsequently opened various branches throughout Perak (Sarim 1979: 165). According to 
Roff, it was the spread of this system of ‘new education’18  that marked one of Al-Imam’s, and 
the reformist group’s greatest achievement. Furthermore, the “innovatory and potentially 
                                                          
16 Surat Dari India (Letter from India). Vol.2, No.8. February 1908.  
17 Wahibi Nasta’in.  Vol.2, No.5. November 1907. 
18 It is with a bit of irony that we point out that this system, which was not widely accepted for decades, is now 
considered by Singapore Muslim leaders as ‘progressive’ and a bulwark against extremist teachings after the 




disruptive character of this teaching” caused the reformist group, who were also called Kaum 
Muda, to enter into conflict with the traditional religious hierarchy, who were known as the 
Kaum Tua (Roff 1967:67).  
 
2.2.2 Was Al-Imam simply ‘mimicking’ Al-Manar? 
 
According to Laffan (2003:173), the periodical reached the greater attention of scholars 
upon the publication of Roff’s Origins (1967). However, the first published work noting the role 
of Al-Imam’s contribution to Islamic reformism is Hamka’s now classic biography of his father 
and well-known Islamic scholar, Dr Haji Abdul Karim Amrullah, first published in 1950 under 
the title Ajahku19.Hamka dedicates three short but incisive pages of the biography to Al-Imam, 
because his father was actively involved in Islamic reform movements in the region in the late 
19th and early 20th centuries. Furthermore, one of the founders of Al-Imam, Syeikh Taher 
Djalaludin, was a teacher of Abdul Karim Amrullah. This teacher-student bond must have been 
close and amiable enough such that Abdul Karim Amrullah himself became an Al-Imam’s 
representative in Danau Maninjau (Hamka 1950[1963]:232), a province in West Sumatra. 
 
Hamka points out that Al-Imam was influenced by the periodicals Al-Manar (The 
Lighthouse) and to a lesser extent, Al-Urwa Al-Wuthqa (The Indissoluble Bond)20. He also 
shows that Al-Imam took a principle stand against the mixing of customs and superstitions with 
                                                          
19 The full title is Ajahku: Riwajat hidup Dr. H. Abd. Karim Amrullah dan  Perdjuangan Kaum Agama di Sumatera 
(My Father: The life of Dr H.Abd. Karim Amrullah and the struggles of the Muslims in Sumatra). 
 
20
 This periodical, edited by Abduh and his then-mentor Jamaludin Afgani, was printed in Paris and existed only 
from March to October 1884. It was banned, but continued to be printed underground and smuggled to the Dutch 
and British occupied colonies. See Laffan (2003) for more details. 
15 
 
religion, quoting the following statement from the periodical: “Al-Imam is the fiercest enemy 
against all sorts of innovations and nonsense and trends and customs that are incorporated into 
the religion” (Hamka 1963[1950]:95). Finally, Hamka reveals a letter by a disgruntled Al-Imam 
reader who questioned the ‘Malayness’ of Syeikh Taher Djalaludin because he had appended the 
title ‘Al-Azhari’ at the end of the name. This letter, Hamka says, was rebutted by Syeikh 
Muhammad Al-Kalali, who “affirmed Syeikh Taher as a true son of Minangkabau and that the 
name ‘Al-Azhari’ was affixed as a tribute to an institution that had opened his eyes” 
(1963[1950]:93). 
 
Al-Imam was indeed influenced by the Egyptian periodical Al-Manar, whose editor was 
Rashid Rida, (1865-1935) the most well-known student of the Egyptian reformer and jurist 
Muhammad Abduh (Abdul Aziz 2006:32). Abduh (1849-1905) advocated the idea that 
“revitalization necessary for Islam to assume the degree of recognized greatness that it had 
enjoyed in history depended on the proper application of principles contained in the Quran and 
Hadith”. Furthermore, these sources should be interpreted directly, rather than through scholars 
of the early and middle period of Islamic history, so that Muslims would be unhampered by past 
interpretations and could apply those principles to the contemporary world” (Federspiel 
2002:337). 
 
As such, the pages of Al-Imam were filled with articles, commentaries and letters on 
issues pertaining to the progress of the Muslim community both in Singapore and beyond; and 
how they could compete equally with the West (Noer 1973:34). For Al-Imam, “religion is the 
proven cure for all the ills of our community” (Roff 1962:166). Al-Imam did this by stressing the 
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importance of ijtihad (independent reasoning) over taqlid buta (blind acceptance of authority) 
and by stressing the importance of returning to the Quran and Hadith as the only ‘acceptable’ 
basic texts in Islam (Roff 1962:168). Thus, Al-Imam became the channel whereby reformist 
ideas from Cairo were transmitted to Southeast Asia. 
 
The issue which is more debatable, however, was whether Al-Imam was simply a 
periodical which passively published translations of articles, texts and speeches from Al-Manar. 
According to Roff, “it was from the Egyptian modernist movement that the writers and sponsors 
of Al-Imam derived, almost in totality, their reformist ideas” (1967:59). Roff based this 
observation on a study of Al-Manar in 1933 by Charles C. Adams in his book Islam and 
Modernism in Egypt, which according to Roff, showed the abundant extent to which Al-Imam 
derived its ideas from Al-Manar. All subsequent studies on Al-Imam in the next few decades 
which pointed out that the periodical passively generated content from Al-Manar would rely on 
this passage from Roff’s Origins (for example Laffan 2003:169 and Azra 1999:89).  
 
Claims that Al-Imam mostly reproduced articles from Al-Manar is perhaps over-
emphasized since its contents were often peppered with references to events specific to 
Singapore, Malaya and Indonesia. For example, one article lamented the loss of Malay land to 
the Dutch and British and blamed the state of affairs not on the colonial powers; who were 
praised for creating stability and building infrastructure, but to internal disunity brought about by 
the ignorance and laziness of kings who failed to provide education for their subjects despite 
their wealth and great means21. Along the same line, Al-Imam also repeatedly praised the late 
                                                          
21 Angan-angan yang berbetulan dengan hakikat (Dreams that coincide with reality).Vol.1, No.3.September 1906  
17 
 
Sultan Abu Bakar of Johor as an exemplary leader for keeping Johor istiqlal (self governing).22 
Furthermore, the biographical sketch of the key founders of Al-Imam23 suggested men of strong 
intellectual pedigree and background in Islamic education, who were unlikely to be involved or 
satisfied in passively reproducing Al-Manar’s contents. 
 
Lastly, one of Al-Imam’s co-founder, Syed Sheikh al-Hadi, enjoyed close ties with the 
Riau-Lingga Sultanate, by virtue of him being the adopted son of Raja Ali Kelana, the Sultan’s 
younger brother (Roff 1962:169) Thus, to some extent, Al-Imam became a platform for some of 
the Riau princes of the fast declining kingdom to air their desires and grievances. According to 
Andaya, a number of articles in Al-Imam  clearly reflected the resentment felt in Riau towards 
changes in court protocol introduced by the colonial government and “above all, the abolition of 
the Yamtuan Muda post”(1977:140).  For instance, in 1907, the periodical published a letter from 
Tengku Othman, the son of Sultan Abdul Rahman, who admonished members of the Rushdiyyah 






                                                          
22 Kemuliaan atau Kehormatan  (Nobility or Respect) Vol.2, No.8. February 1908. 
23 See Appendix A 
 




2.2.3 The problematic use of the term ‘Pan Islam’ 
 
The periodical has also at times been described as advocating ‘Pan-Islamism’. This was 
due to two key reasons. First, it gave positive coverage of attempts by the Ottoman Sultan, Abdul 
Hamid II, to position himself as the ‘leader’ of all Muslims. This was geared towards enhancing 
“his prestige and power through emphasis upon his headship of the Islamic world by virtue of the 
title of Caliph” (Lee 1942:279).The Sultan’s claim did receive some traction amongst Muslims in 
Southeast Asia. For example, an Al-Imam reader once wrote in suggesting that instead of sending 
the best and brightest Malay students to Europe, they should first strengthen their knowledge in 
Arabic and Islam. Hence, they should first study in Cairo, which the writer described as “the 
country where all the best ulama of Islam resided”. Continuing, the reader said that this should 
be followed by a stint in Constantinople, for “this was where the Caliphate was”. Only after 
spending time in these two places should the student then proceed to Europe to be trained as 
lawyers or doctors25. 
 
Second, Al-Imam advocated the idea of an Islamized Japan assuming leadership of an 
‘invigorated’ East26. Several articles in Al-Imam revealed the periodical’s at times unbridled 
admiration of Japan and its desire to see the country convert to Islam. One article noted that the 
Dutch was troubled by the increase in the number of Japanese nationalities in Indonesia. It 
                                                          
25Surat Kiriman Makatib di Singapura (Letter from a correspondent in Singapore).  Vol.1, No.8. February 1907.  
A.C. Milner has suggested that events occurring in the Ottoman Empire did receive attention by the Malays in the 
region. Descriptions of the Ottomans Empire can be found in one of the most famous work of Malay literature- 
Hikayat Hang Tuah and the Young Turks revolution in 1908, which toppled the Sultan, was the subject of some 
books by Malay authors up into the 1920s and 1930s (1986:120). 




further commented that if the control of Indonesia was to be passed from the Dutch to Japan, it 
would be as if Indonesia would have progressed “from hell to heaven or at least to a hell of a 
lesser level27”. The writer of one article mused that he could not imagine a nation more perfect 
than Japan28 while another article reproduced a speech made on the anniversary of the 608th year 
of the Ottoman Empire by the Turkish general Mustafa Kamal Basya. In this speech, Mustafa 
Kamal proclaimed that the rise of Japan would herald the ascendancy of the ‘East’ and urged 
every bangsa of the East to think of Japan and discover how they could emulate its 
achievements.29 
 
According to Reid, the concept of Pan Islam is imprecise and difficult to grasp 
(1967:267). But if a pan Islamic movement or idea can be broadly defined as one “which 
provides an ideological basis for cooperation between, or beyond, individual political units in a 
political struggle under the banner of Islam” (Reid 1967:267), then instances highlighted earlier 
suggested that Al-Imam contained ‘Pan-Islamic’ elements. Laffan for instance, notes that the 
periodical was an example of a “restrained Pan-Islamism” (2003:158).The perception that the 
periodical advocated ‘Pan-Islamism’ also circulated within colonial circles, in particular the 
Dutch, who tend to perceive Muslim intellectuals outside its ambit of control as potential 
adversaries (see Reid 1967). Laffan also points out that some Dutch officials initially viewed Al-
Imam as an anti-Christian paper, such that “Sparkler, the Dutch consul in Singapore, sent a report 
                                                          
27 Jawa dan Negeri-negeri yang berhampiran dengan dia (Jawa and its neigbouring countries).  Vol.2, No.6, 
January 1908.  
 
28Islam dan Jepun  (Islam and Japan).  Vol.1, No.2. July 1906.    
 




to Snouck Hurgronje30 describing the establishment of an organ for ‘pan-Islamic propaganda31” 
(2003:158). 
 
As observed from the preceding paragraph, the term ‘Pan-Islam’ is both broad and vague. 
For example, is ‘Pan-Islam’ necessarily negative? Is it unique only to Islam or does it reflect 
attempts to create a balance of power in international politics, a strategy that is common to 
different groups in periods of conflicts? Even the broad definition by Reid has some limitations 
when applied to the present study – must Pan-Islam always involve a political struggle or can it 
remain at the level of ideas without being translated into action and implicitly, violence? Can 
there also be a neutral definition of ‘Pan-Islam’? Although a term like ‘Pan-Islam’ (and terms 
like ‘reformist’ and ‘revivalist’) serves as a useful descriptive category and can act as a ‘handle’ 
in navigating the subject matter; sociologically it is problematic. For example, it gives the 
impression that the writers of Al-Imam were galvanizing a movement against the British, which 
they did not. Given these conceptual problems, we suggest the alternative possibility of studying 
these very aspects of the periodical in terms of styles of thoughts, with Orientalism being the 
broad conceptual framework. In doing so, not only do we move away from employing such 
vague terms, we are also able to analyze the ideas in Al-Imam in relation to its social context (cf 
Alatas 2005). As mentioned earlier, approaching the study this way allows us to adopt a more 
nuanced understanding of the periodical. Chapter 3, therefore, elaborates the framework in detail. 
 
                                                          
30 Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje (1857-1936) was a Dutch colonial administrator and pioneering scholar on Islam. 
He served as Director in the Office of Internal Affairs from 1889-1906. This office was a Dutch agency created to 
administer matters pertaining to Islam in the Dutch East Indies (Federspiel 2007:100). 
 
31 Hurgronje’s replacement, Hazeu, however, would later disagree with such claims, stating that “Al-Imam 




















Chapter 3: Method and Conceptual Framework  






This chapter outlines the method of our study and introduces Edward Said’s concept of 
Orientalism. As will be made clearer later, we are extending Said’s analysis of Orientalism by 
looking at not only how the Orient can reflect an Orientalist mindset, but also how the Orient 




This study analyzes Al-Imam’s articles from its first edition in July 1906 until its last 
edition in December 1908. Our analysis was greatly facilitated by Abdul Aziz’s (2006) 
compilation of the entire set of Al-Imam’s articles into one volume32. We also supplemented our 
analysis by looking at other primary and secondary sources. 
 
These include Ajahku (My Father) ([1950] 1963), a biography of the well-known 
Minangkabau teacher-scholar Abdul Karim Amrullah, by his son, Hamka. A lesser known 
autobiography we also looked at is Salleh Perang’s Tarikh (A History) (1928). Salleh served as 
Prime Minister during the reign of Sultan Abu Bakar of Johor (1862-1895).  In order to trace 
continuities and breaks in the ideas presented in Al-Imam, specifically in terms of how it views 
Japan, we also took a look at a prominent pre World War II periodical published in Singapore 
called Genuine Islam (1936-1942). This periodical was financed by the wealthy Singapore-Arab 
                                                          
32 This volume however did not include articles on Islamic history, which Al-Imam regularly reproduced. Abdul 
Aziz fairly justifies this exclusion by pointing out that these were reproductions of common and well known stories 
in Islam. Abdul Aziz’s endeavor, which we much appreciate, directly opens up Al-Imam’s articles to a broader 
audience as he has painstakingly transliterated the usage of old Jawi as used  in Al-Imam into Romanized Malay. 
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philanthropist Syed Ibrahim Omar Alsagoff and whose patron was the renowned South Asian 
religious scholar Maulana Mohamed Abdul Aleem Siddiqui. Genuine Islam was a suitable 
choice as it took a very international outlook in its articles and is one of the very few surviving 
Islamic periodicals from pre World War II Singapore that has its collection intact (except for its 
last few copies). Lastly, we examined early 20th century documents from the British Foreign 
Office on matters pertaining to Islam. This collection is made up of correspondences and 
dispatches by officers and diplomats from the various British consulates and embassies, 
reporting matters of interest back to England. These documents spanned the years 1908-1972 and 
were recently collected in a 12 volume work by Priestland (2004). 
 
The use of concepts and/or theories in the practice of historical sociology is crucial. As 
Lian points out: 
 
It increases explanatory power by forcing writers to focus attention on what they consider 
to be significant influences in understanding history and society. It makes them more 
circumspect in the use of historical data. Models facilitate generalizations and in the 
process, enable writers to appreciate what appear to be isolated events in a broader 
context of structural transformation. (1992:105) 
 
Furthermore, in analyzing Al-Imam, we are much informed by the back and forth 
‘conversation’ between data and theory. The emergence of “patterned evidence” in our analysis 
constitutes data that is “made to cohere by being linked with theoretical arguments. Similarly, the 
coherence of the arguments is supported by fit of data. On the other hand, data can confront 
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theory” (Hodder 2000:713). As highlighted, we have found it suitable to analyze the “patterned 
evidence” from the framework of Orientalism and Orientalism in reverse.  
 
As will be made clearer in the next section, Foucault’s notions of power and discourse 
underpin Said’s formulation of Orientalism. This has implications in the way Al-Imam is 
analyzed and understood. Since data and theory are engaged in a process of conversation in order 
to achieve coherence and plausibility of interpretation, how data is analyzed must necessarily be 
influenced by the principles guiding the selected framework or else the principle of coherence is 
not met.  
 
This means that our textual understanding of Al-Imam is guided by discourse analysis. 
Discourse analysis is a complex field of study but for the purposes of this paper, it suffices to 
point out that discourse analysis has the following features: It attempts to identify discourses that 
exist in a text, it aims to locate the text within its larger context and in particular, within 
relationships marked by asymmetries of power. It pays attention to the kind of situations the text 
emphasizes or deems ‘problematic’, the kind of explanations preferred and the solutions offered. 
By corollary, discourse analysis also looks at the kinds of explanations and solutions that are left 
unsaid, rejected, not discussed. It also examines the different aspects of communications within a 
text –the authors, the basis of authority, the objective, the audience. Lastly, it is also interested in 
uncovering resistance in the form of counter discourses (Jupp & Norris 1992: 48-50). These 
features of discourse analysis guide us in our examination of Al-Imam. The next section 




3.3 Conceptual Framework 
3.3.1 Defining Orientalism 
 
Said uses the term ‘Orientalism’ in several different ways, with some distinctions being 
slight variations of another. Orientalism can mean “an academic tradition of study, teaching and 
writing about the Orient” as well as “a corporate institution for dealing with the Orient” 
(Kennedy 2000:21). It can also refer to “a style of thought based upon an ontological and 
epistemological distinction between the Orient and (most of the time) the Occident” (Kennedy 
2000:21. See also Turner 1994). In the fourth definition, Said identifies Orientalism as “the 
discipline by which the Orient was (and is) approached systematically as a topic of learning, 
discovery and practice”. Lastly, it can also refer to “that collection of dreams, images and 
vocabularies available to anyone who has tried to talk about what lies east of the dividing line” 
(Said 2000:22). 
 
This essay is concerned with Orientalism as a style of thought based upon an ontological 
and epistemological distinction between the Orient and the Occident; and one which operates at 
the level of discourse. This definition is chosen because we are foremost concerned with 
analyzing the styles of thoughts underpinning Al-Imam. Second, emphasizing Orientalism as a 
style of thought means that Orientalism need not be the exclusive ‘property’ of the Occident. In 
fact, Said has warned “the subjects and victims of Orientalism against the dangers and 
temptations of applying the readily available structures, styles and ontological biases of 
Orientalism upon themselves and upon others” (Al Azm 2000:231).  In other words, one need 
not be from the Occident to write texts that are ‘affected’ by Orientalism, since styles of thoughts 
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are not geographically bounded although they may have spatial origins. Third, we are less 
concerned with analyzing Orientalism as an institution. Fourth, defining Orientalism in this 
manner allows us to define Orientalism in reverse in a similar, albeit oppositely symmetrical 
manner. Fifth, this specific definition allows us to explore the role of discourse in Al-Imam. 
Finally, discourse is tied to power. The ambivalence Said feels towards Foucault’s conception of 
power alerts us against the tendency to passively apply Said’s concept in academic works – that 
is, to simply uncover the structures of Orientalism present in a text without considering the 
potential existence of Orientalism in reverse. The next section will explain the idea of discourse 
and power as conceptualized by Foucault, its use by Said to explain Orientalism and Said’s 
subsequent ambivalence over Foucault’s theorization of power. 
 
3.4 The influence of Foucault’s conception of discourse on Orientalism 
 
In formulating Orientalism, Said was indebted to Foucault’s conception of discourse. 
Said once wrote that “quite apart from its real historical discoveries, Foucault’s archaeological 
research has a profoundly imaginative side to it” (Chuaqui 2005:98) and in the introduction to 
Orientalism, Said explains: 
 
My contention is that without examining Orientalism as a  discourse one cannot possibly 
understand the enormously systematic discipline by which European culture was able to 
manage –and even produce – the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, 
ideologically, scientifically and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period. 
Moreover, so authoritative a position did Orientalism have that I believe no one writing, 
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thinking, or acting on the Orient could do so without taking account of the limitations on 




According to Mills, “one of the most productive ways of thinking about discourse is not 
as a group of signs or stretch of texts, but as practices that systematically form the objects of 
which they speak” (1997:17). From this perspective, discourse is ‘something’ that can produce 
‘something else’, like an idea, which in turn can affect how one thinks and behave. Discourse 
also involves the “delimitation of a field of objects, the definitions of a legitimate perspective for 
the agent of knowledge, and the fixing of norms for the elaboration of concepts and theories” 
(Alatas 2006:152). In simpler terms, a discourse can be seen to comprise a way of speaking and a 
worldview which regards certain ideas as ‘true’ or more important than other ideas (Brookfield 
2005:136).  
 
An analysis of discourse also involves looking at not only what and how something is 
being said, but who says it. Hence, Foucault notes that once the subject of discourse has been 
declared, “the same source that does so erases any opportunity for adversarial responses to this 
process of subjugation” (Said 2000:244). Thus, Foucault observes that: 
 
Each society has its regime of truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth; that is, the types of 
discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances 
which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is 
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sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; the 
status of those who are charged with saying what counts as true. (Quoted in Brookefield 
2005:137) 
 
Foucault is able to conceptualize discourse in this way because he does not see language 
as simply the manifestations or passive representations of ideas. Rather, he sees language as 
ungrounded (Alatas 2006:152) and one that requires ‘work’ to produce certain ‘truths’. As 
Foucault points out: 
 
Psychoanalysis has already shown us that speech is not merely the medium which 
manifests-- or dissembles-- desire; it is also the object of desire. Similarly, historians 
have constantly impressed upon us that speech is no mere verbalisation of conflicts and 
systems of domination, but that it is the very object of man's conflicts. (1973:100) 
 
By framing language as the object of man’s conflicts, Foucault also brings into 
play his very own notion of power. 
 
 
3.4.2 The Problem of Power  
 
In conceptualizing, Foucault also revolted against the “old theory of power” (Alatas 
2006:157) Rather than thinking of power as something that can be clearly discerned as 
emanating from sources of authority like the state or dominant elite (Brookfield 2005:120), 
29 
 
Foucault sees power as dispersed and ‘everywhere’. For Foucault, “power reaches into the very 
grain of individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself into their actions and attitudes, their 
discourses, learning processes and everyday lives”(1980:39). Second, Foucault does not see 
power as negative –something that represses, constrains and inhibits. He argues instead that 
power can be productive (Alatas 2006:155). Specifically, Foucault says: 
 
If power were anything but repressive, if it never did anything but to say no, do you 
really think one would be brought to obey it? What makes power hold good, what makes 
it accepted, is simply the fact that…it transverses and produces things, it induces 
pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse. (1980:59, emphasis mine) 
 
For Foucault, power can enable consent and one way this is achieved is through 
discourse. At this point, Foucault’s conception of power overlaps momentarily with Gramsci’s 
idea of hegemony in the sense that both theorists see consent as achievable through power 
(although they defined ‘power’ differently). At the same time, it is also clear how Foucault’s 
conception of power diverges from that of Gramsci’s. For Grasmci, hegemony is “a process, a 
permanent striving, a ceaseless endeavor to maintain control over the ‘heart and minds’ of 
subordinate classes” (see Femia 1981). Gramsci further identifies ‘state’ as the source of the 
ruling ideologies and ‘civil society’ as the agent that strives to enforce the ruling ideologies via 
consent (Kennedy 2000:31). In other words, Gramsci clearly identifies the sources of power, 
which operates at the macro level. Foucault however sees power as existing as “microsystems of 
power operating through various discourses in the entire social and institutional body” (Kennedy 




Said, realizing that relying solely on Foucault’s conception of power would result in the 
inability to pinpoint clearly the sources of domination; utilizes Gramsci’s idea of hegemony so 
that he could show precisely the relationship, at a macro level, between Orient and Occident: 
 
Ideas, cultures and histories cannot seriously be understood or studied without their force 
or more precisely their configurations of power, also being studied…the relationship 
between Occident and Orient is a relationship of power, of domination, of varying 
degrees of a complex hegemony. (Said 1978:5, emphasis mine) 
 
Thus, despite Said’s intellectual admiration of Foucault,33 Foucault’s conception of 
power poses two specific problems for Said. First, it led Said to utilize Gramsci’s concept of 
hegemony, although Gramsci’s conception of power contradicts Foucault’s idea that power is 
‘everywhere’ (Kennedy 2000:26). Second, Foucault did not seem interested to talk about 
resistance although he acknowledged its existence, leading Said to once say that “Foucault’s 
imagination of power is largely with rather than against it” (2000:242). In Orientalism, this did 
not pose a problem as Said was only interested in analyzing the character of Orientalism as 
practiced by the Occident (Kennedy 2000:27), a focus that becomes apparent when we note that 
the full title of Said’s book was Orientalism: Western Conceptions of the Orient. In one 
interview, Said concedes as much:  
 
                                                          
33 In an article on Foucault after his death in 1984, Said refers to Foucault “as perhaps the greatest of Nietzche’s 
modern disciples and simultaneously, as a central figure in the most noteworthy flowering of oppositional 
intellectual life in the 20th century West” (2000:187). 
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I think I was very limited in what I was trying to do, that is to say, I was trying to look at 
the way in which a certain view of the Orient was created and accompanied, or perhaps 
was used to subordinate the Orient during the period of imperialism. And that’s all I was 
trying to do. I had nothing to say about what the Orient was really like. I said nothing 
about the possibility of resistance to it. (2000a:267) 
 
Later, however, Said would write: 
 
Foucault is certainly right –and even prescient in showing how discourse is not 
only that which translates struggles or systems of domination, but that for which 
struggles are conducted…What he seemed not quite as willing to grant, is, in fact, 
the relative success of these counter-discursive attempts first to show the 
misrepresentations of discursive power, to show, in Fanon’s words, the violence 
done to psychically and politically repressed inferiors in the name of an advanced 
culture. (2000:244) 
 
Thus, Said’s Culture and Imperialism (1993), regarded as a “culmination of much of 
Said’s work in the years after the appearance of Orientalism in 1978” (Kennedy 2000:79), 
discusses at length resistance to both imperialism and neo-colonialism in the former colonies by 
incorporating insights from, for example, the Welsh cultural critic and novelist Raymond 
Williams. Said for instance quotes the following passage from Williams which highlights the 




However dominant a social system may be, the very meaning of its domination involves 
a limitation or selection of the activities it covers, so that by definition, it cannot exhaust 
all social experience, which therefore always potentially contains space for alternative 
acts and alternative intentions which are not yet articulated as a social institution or even 
a project. (2000:245) 
 
3.5 Implications for present study 
3.5.1 Internalizing Orientalism 
 
What are the implications of the preceding discussions for the present study? First, it is 
possible to suggest that Orientalism, as a style of thought, can be internalized by the Orient itself 
although it may have its origins in the scholarship and writings of the Orientalists. As pointed out 
earlier, Said has this concern in mind when he cautioned the Orient against applying the readily 
available structures, styles and ontological biases of Orientalism upon themselves and upon 
others” (Al Azm 2000:231). 
 
 Said also notes that “all past written records inherited by us in the present are saturated 
in the history of their own times” (2000:453). As a text written by Muslim intellectuals under 
conditions of imperialism, the writers of Al-Imam would have noticed the gulf in ‘progress’ 
between the British and Malay subjects. Furthermore, given the overwhelming domination of 
British institutions, systems and leadership in Singapore and Malaya, which seemed far more 
‘superior’, the founders of Al-Imam would have invariably internalized and accepted some ideas 
and values from the colonizers as ‘true’, even admirable. In other words, a level of hegemony 
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would have existed that would make some of the articles in Al-Imam congruent with the ideas of 
the ruling class –in this case, the colonial government. Like the Gramscian notion of hegemony, 
this willing embrace of ideas and values by the subordinated group is similar to the idea by 
Foucault that power “produces effects at the level of desire” (Brookfield 2005:138) such that 
people at times willingly disciplined themselves without realizing that it is contrary to their 
freedom. In our analysis of Al-Imam, this in fact occurred. 
 
3.5.2 Studying counter-discourses  
 
At the same time, we have shown earlier the ambivalence Said felt over Foucault’s 
conception of power. How Foucault conceptualizes power ‘tied Said’s hands’ in the sense that it 
restricts Said from looking at resistance, which he overcame in Culture (1993) by looking at 
resistance more explicitly and in doing so moves away from Foucault. The lack of awareness on 
this ambivalence may explain why studies tend to look at Orientalism in isolation, without the 
possibility of studying counter-discourses that circulate simultaneously.  
 
In other words, an absence of discussing about resistance in Orientalism does not mean 
the absence of resistance by the colonized as this absence was a function of both the limits of 
Foucault’s theorization of resistance as well as Said’s own focus on wishing to understand only 
the internal structures of Orientalism as practiced by the Occident. Even from a Gramscian 
perspective, when Said characterizes the relationship between Occident and Orient as one based 
on a complex hegemony, the exercise of hegemony is never complete and always punctuated by 
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points of resistance of differing strategies, dimensions and scales. The preceding discussion can 
be illustrated by two, slightly different examples. 
 
The first example involves a less-known Malay manuscript called Hikayat Muhammad 
Hanafiah (The Tale of Muhammad Hanafiah), examined by Proudfoot (2003), although 
Proudfoot’s analysis was largely descriptive and did not locate this observation within a broader 
theoretical argument. Proudfoot points out that this was a mock manuscript by the Bugis scribe 
Husin bin Ismail who prepared it for purchase by the American missionary Alfred North, who 
was based in Singapore from 1836 to 1843. North commissioned this manuscript on behalf of the 
Wilkes Exploring Expedition, which stopped by in Singapore in early 1842 to collect “all kinds 
of scientific knowledge about the uncolonised lands and peoples of the Pacific” (Proudfoot 
2003:3) as well as manuscripts in native languages. Knowing that the text was to be exhibited as 
a curiosity and that American audiences could not understand Jawi34, Husin randomly 
interspersed the text he was preparing with random musings, which included his curiosity to 
travel on a steamship. At one point, Husin wrote: “So if its order and narrative are confused or 
completely topsy-turvy, that does not matter, for the purpose is just to make a show for people 
who have never seen its like before” (quoted in Proudfoot 2003:14). This type of text –the ‘mock 
manuscript’, in which the Hikayat is the first of its kind to be discovered, points to resistance by 
a Bugis scribe, possibly at his anger over how the noble profession of a scribe has been 
                                                          
34 Malay was first taught in the United States by Cornell University in 1885. The course objective stated that the 
importance of Malay for “trade and business, and in maritime, consular and commercial relations with the richest 
and most favoured regions of the East can hardly be over-rated. It is to the East Indian Archipelago what Italian is to 
the Mediterranean.” The notice for setting up the course was discovered in the 1885 edition of the Journal of the 
Straits Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society (Jones 1985:42). 
35 
 
‘converted’ by the Occident to be a producer of sample texts to be put on display back ‘home’, 
with no regard to the development of Malay literature (Proudfoot 2003:19). 
 
The second example is gleaned from Al-Imam itself. A letter from a reader ruminating 
about Malay backwardness included this sarcastic remark: “Everyone knows of the existence of 
the Malays but not everyone, it seems, has seen how a Malay man looks like.  Why, just look in 
Wonders Magazine -the stories of Sir Frank Sweetenham; and the artistic depiction of the murder 
of Mr. Birch35. The Malay figures are depicted by European artists as dressed in cawat 
(loincloths)”36. In the illustrations referred to by the reader, the depiction of the murder of Birch 
by Malays in loincloths carries the subtext of the civilized white man murdered by the savage. 
This example reclaims a measure of agency on the part of the Orient, despite them being in the 
lesser end of a relationship marked by an asymmetry of power. Furthermore, evidences of Malay 
resistance to Orientalist representations or engaging these representations directly during the 
colonial period are rare and under-studied. This letter is an early evidence of such engagements. 
 
Hence, while we can study texts produced by the Occident solely in terms of Orientalism 
and uncover one by one its biases and misrepresentations, the study of a text produced under 
conditions of imperialism has to be studied not only in terms of the overwhelming influence the 
Occident might exercise on the minds of the Orient, but also the capability of the Orient to resist 
at least parts of this domination through counter-discourses, regardless of whether these counter-
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 This refers to the murder of J.W.W Birch, the British Resident of Perak in 1875. 
 
36 Surat Kiriman (Letter from Reader). Vol.3, No.3. August 1908. Incidentally, in July 2009, PAS President Hadi 
Awang said that the Iban people are not capable of exercising their rights to vote correctly because they are still 
wearing loincloths, causing a big stir in Sarawak. See The Star’s “Protest Planned in Sarawak over Hadi’s cawat 
remarks” in http://thestar.com.my/news/story.asp?file=/2009/7/26/nation/4394705&sec=nation 
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discourses are equally influential or less so. With these in mind, the next section will sketch out 
one specific form of counter discourses of relevance in this study – Orientalism in reverse. 
 
3.6 Orientalism in Reverse 
 
The concept of Orientalism in reverse was first proposed by the Syrian philosopher Sadiq 
Jalal al-Azm (Alatas 2006:108). Orientalism in reverse occurs when the Orient appropriates the 
mode of thinking and categories from the Orientalists and reverses it such that the supposed 
superiority of the Orient, in however manner defined, is asserted vis-à-vis the West (Al Azm 
2000:231). By definition therefore, Orientalism in reverse is the logical opposite of Orientalism. 
It operates as a discourse and utilizes the same ontological and epistemological divisions 
between Orient and Occident, but reversed in favor of the Orient. Unlike Orientalism, which is 
first and foremost concerned with [usually] negative, exotic and derogatory representations of 
the Orient, Orientalism in reverse37 tends to represent the Orient as possessing elements that 
make it ‘better’ than the Occident. 
 
Furthermore, as a self-reflexive attitude towards knowledge and scholarship that is 
deemed ‘tainted’  because it was produced by the Occident, Orientalism in reverse takes the 
equally essentialist and divisive approach which privileges the indigenous point of view –since  
scholarship from the Occident on the Orient is tainted by Orientalism, only the Orient can 
understand itself. As such, the intellectual history of Orientalism in reverse is located squarely in 
                                                          
37 An anonymous feedback to the 2nd draft of this thesis pointed out that the concept, while 
already in used by several scholars, remains under-developed. I agree with this view but in the 
context of this study, the current formulation of the concept suffices.  
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the ambit of post-colonial studies because it represented attempts (which Said judged to be 
tragically flawed) by indigenous writers to ‘correct’ misrepresentations of their societies during 
the process of decolonization and beyond (2000: 400). 
 
As a style of thought however, Orientalism in reverse has existed even during the 
colonial period. For example, in his study of the Ottoman empire in the early 19th century, 
Makdisi points out that “just as European Orientalism was based on an opposition between the 
Christian West and the Islamic Orient, the Ottomans believe that there were some essential 
differences that distinguished and made them superior to the West –especially a notion of Islam” 
(2002:769). That Orientalism in reverse, as a style of thought, precedes decolonization would 
make sense if we observe how Muslim societies under Western domination tend to generally 
assert the superiority of Islamic ideas, teachings and values over Western ones and position them 
as ‘solutions’ to their ills. Similarly, in the case of Al-Imam, we will note how Orientalism in 
reverse acts as a discourse that privileges Islam as the key to greatness and one which marks the 
Orient as superior to the Occident.  
 
This section concludes by reiterating our earlier suggestion that in this paper, Orientalism 
be studied alongside Orientalism in reverse. As an illustration of the co-existence of both styles 
of thoughts during the colonial period, we will cite one example from Japanese mingei (folk art) 
theory. 
 
3.7      Co-existence of Orientalism and Orientalism in reverse 




Mingei theory was first proposed by Yanagi Soetsu (1889-1961) at a time when Japanese 
art began to receive growing interest from the Occident in the 19th century. Soetsu developed 
theories on mingei that partly centred on notions of beauty. His theories however, were drawn 
from Occidental art theories from which he had learnt and was deeply influenced from. Hence 
aspects of Japanese art that previously were uncategorized and had rich histories were now 
known as “classical, primitive, medieval and grotesque” (Kikuchi 1997: 348). Works by ordinary 
Japanese craftsmen designing common household objects were thought to reflect a “purely 
Japanese world” for they were designed without utilizing foreign techniques, hence making them 
the most original of all Japanese works (Kikuchi 1997:346).  
 
The categorization of Japanese art as “classical, primitive, medieval and grotesque” is a 
clear example of the passive appropriation of epistemological categories and vocabulary from the 
Occident to categorize elements of the Orient despite their clear unsuitability and ahistorical 
nature. The term ‘medieval art’, for instance, refers to a specific period in Western European 
history in which its art was deeply influenced by developments such as the rise of the 
iconographic tradition in early Christianity; developments that has no parallels in Japanese 
history. Here, and as how Said has pointed out in his work, the Orient is unable to produce its 
own vocabulary and categories to understand itself. It must be provided for by the Occident. 
 
The second example pointed out by Kikuchi however is an instance of Orientalism in 
reverse. In this case, Soetsu has discovered an element in Japanese art that is deemed ‘authentic’ 
and ‘purely Japanese’ and hence superior for it has not been ‘infected’ by foreign techniques. 
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Only common Japanese craftsmen, and common Japanese craftsmen only; unschooled in foreign 
techniques could produce the most original, and hence, superior, Japanese art. Here, the 
Orientalist’s tendency to classify its own space (the Occident) as superior due to its supposed 
possession of ‘better’ knowledge, technology and art is reversed through an Orient who claims 
such superiority for its own space. These tendencies could only originate out of contact with the 
Occident. Soetsu was well aware during his time in England that English art critics had 
considered Japanese art to be ‘plain’ and inferior when compared to the ‘complexity’ of 
Occidental art38 (Kikuchi 1997:346).  The view that Japanese art was inferior resulted in a 
reaction by the Japanese to uncover, classify and assert back Japan’s artistic superiority by 
emphasizing the purity of its common craftsmen who were the only ones capable of producing 
art of the highest originality39.  
 
Similarly, in our study of Al-Imam, we will note the complex co-existence of Orientalism 
and Orientalism in reverse. How this is expressed and what its features are; will be the focus of 
the next chapter. 
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 In Paris interestingly, the reverse occurred.  During the late 18th century, Parisian artists became enamored of 
Japanese art, specifically techniques like the lack of perspective and the use of strong colours. The application of 
Japanese art principles into French art was called Japonisme. For more details see Ives (1974). 
 
39 Ussama Makdisi’s study of Ottoman Orientalism, as referred to earlier, is one of the very few studies that suggest 
a similar argument. Makdisi coins the term Ottoman Orientalism to mean “a complex of Ottoman attitudes produced 
by a 19th century age of Ottoman reform that implicitly and explicitly acknowledged the West to be the home of 
progress but resisted its “political and colonialist implications”(2002:769). Makdisi further explains that despite this 
acknowledgement of Western superiority, the Ottomans resisted the idea that it was backward while ironically 
initiating reforms replicated purely from Western models and casting the non-Turks living outside Constantinople  
as people who were ‘less’ modern and in need of Ottoman’s guidance. Thus, Makdisi succinctly notes that “in an 

















Chapter 4: The Orientalism and Reverse Orientalism of Al-Imam  




Chapter 3 has defined Orientalism as a style of thought based upon an ontological and 
epistemological distinction between the Orient and the Occident, and one which operates at the 
level of discourse. This distinction places the Orient as subordinate and inferior when compared 
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to the Occident. Orientalism in reverse is also a discourse and makes similar distinctions, 
although reversed in ‘favor’ of the Orient. Furthermore, in the context of the present study, the 
Orientalism in reverse of Al-Imam operates as a discourse that privileges Islam as the key to 
greatness and one which marks the Orient as ‘superior’ to the Occident.  In this chapter, we will 
show how both styles of thoughts simultaneously co-exist in Al-Imam. 
 
This chapter will first introduce the concept of imaginative geography as it constitutes a 
useful starting point in our analysis. It then discusses the Orientalism and reverse Orientalism of 
Al-Imam, as well as the characteristics of this co-existence. The chapter concludes by pointing 
out that when Al-Imam made a distinction between a ‘more’ Islamic and ‘less’ Islamic East, it 
sets up a ‘core-periphery’ relationship between Southeast Asia and the negeri di atas angin 
(lands above the wind), which is how Muslims in Southeast Asia has historically referred to the 
Persian, Arab and Turkish lands40. This relationship, which is also reflected in the academic 
scholarship that studies linkages between different Islamic regions, contains an epistemological 
and ontological problem that will be examined in the next chapter. 
 
4.2 Imaginative Geography 
 
                                                          
40 According to Andaya, the term ‘Middle East’ was first coined by an American naval historian in 1902. This term 
is problematic as it represents a political boundary as seen from ‘Western’ eyes. For example, should one view 
Turkey unproblematically as part of the  ‘Middle East’ when it is trying to gain membership into the European 
Union? The term ‘land above the winds’ specifically refers to the lands “windward of the southwest monsoon”, a 
term that was first used by Persian navigators. See Andaya (1977). 
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A feature of both Orientalism and its reverse is the existence of an ‘imaginative 
geography’ and uncovering its presence therefore constitutes a useful starting point in our 
analysis of Al-Imam. In his elaboration of this concept, Said writes: 
 
A group of people living on a few acres of land will set up boundaries between their land 
and its immediate surroundings and the territory beyond, which they call the “land of the 
barbarians”. In other words, this universal practice of designating in one’s mind a 
familiar space which is ‘ours’ and an unfamiliar space beyond ‘ours’ which is ‘theirs’ is a 
way of making geographical distinctions that can be entirely arbitrary…yet often the 
sense in which someone feels himself to be not-foreign is based on a very unrigorous idea 
of what is “out there”, beyond one’s own territory. All kinds of suppositions, associations 
and fictions appear to crowd the unfamiliar space outside one’s own. (1978:54) 
 
This division of space according to specific categories and subjective ideals is not simply 
something fictitious or only ‘imaginings’; or what Said calls the poetics of space, but serves a 
more ‘grounded’ purpose. Said continues by saying:  
 
Just as none of us is outside or beyond geography, none of us is completely free from the 
struggle over geography. That struggle is complex and interesting because it is not only 
about soldiers and cannons but also about ideas, about forms, about images and 




This struggle that Said refers to; over ideas, forms, images and imaginings suggest that an 
analysis of the poetics of space (how space is interpreted and imagined) has to subsequently shift 
towards an analysis of the politics of space (the functions such interpretations serve). This is 
made clearer when we recall that Said’s bigger theme was to link “such imaginative geographies 
into his “critique of Orientalism as a discourse that worked through a representation of space on 
which the Occident projected its own fantasies and desires” (Gregory 1994:29). Thus, Said 
observes that imaginative geographies are “discursive formations, tense constellations of power, 
knowledge and spatiality that are centred on ‘here’ and projected towards ‘there’ so that the 
vacant or anonymous reaches of distance are converted into meaning for us ‘here’” (Gregory 
1994:29). 
 
4.2.1 The Imaginative Geographies of Al-Imam 
 
In Al-Imam, the creation of an insider/outsider boundary was spatially framed not 
between ‘Orient’ and ‘Occident’ but between ‘East’ and ‘West’. For Al-Imam, the East was seen 
as both ‘Islamic’, ‘weak’ and ‘oppressed’ by Western imperialism. It also tends to address its 
readers as orang Timur (Eastern people) rather than orang Islam (Muslims). There was therefore 
a conflation in being Muslim and being in the ‘East’. This is reflected in the periodical’s 
emphasis of publishing news from Eastern countries like China which has sizeable Muslim 
communities. Furthermore, in its first editorial, the editor explained that the periodical was 
started after its founders had analyzed and observed the condition of “our fellow men in this side 
of the East” and thus were reminded of their duty to God to “provide advice and guidance to 
those who were lost, to remind those who had become complacent and to wake up those who had 
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been sleeping41,” which essentially set the tone and direction of the periodical as a publication 
which would be concerned with the progress and development of the Muslim community in the 
East.  
At the same time however, this oppressed and Islamic East was on the rise, as pointed out 
by one article: 
 
In the past, the East was a place whose light showered the rest of the world with 
knowledge but because of our attitude and behavior, the West is now its light; its people 
equipped with the right attitude, knowledge and hard work. But recently, it seems that the 
light will return again to the East for Japan, a nation of the East, has become a place 
where even the West goes to seek knowledge, including the Germans who in the past had 
looked down upon it.42 
 
The rise, according to Al-Imam, will be led by Japan and to some extent, the Ottoman 
Empire. Hence, these powers were often portrayed in a positive light in the periodical. As 
discussed in Chapter 2, one source of constant irritation for the Dutch was its observation that Al-
Imam supported moves by Sultan Abdul Hamid II to position himself as Caliph. For example, it 
gave positive coverage and backed the construction of the Hejaz Railway43. The railway, 
commissioned by the Sultan in 1900, was to link Constantinople to the holy cities of Mecca and 
Medina and would be funded by Muslim communities worldwide. In another article, Al-Imam 
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 (Untitled). Vol.1, No.1. July 1906. 
 
42 Kembali Cahaya ke Pihak Timur (The light returns to the East). Vol.1, No.6. December 1906.  
 
43 Hadratul Majad (Greatest Glory). Vol.1, No.3. September 1906.  
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belittled attempts by Montenegro in forcing Turkey to demolish a fort that the former claimed 
was situated within its borders. The periodical then dismissed Montenegro’s attempts an example 
of a small fry trying to fight a giant44. 
 
But Japan in particular seemed to capture Al-Imam’s attention and its historic defeat of 
Russia in the 1905 Russo-Japanese war meant that visions of a rising Asia seemed to be a 
concrete possibility. But Al-Imam’s vision of the rise of an Islamic East encountered a 
contradiction for the only nation to have defeated the West turns out to be a non-Muslim country, 
rather than the Ottoman Empire. It tried to overcome this ‘problem’ by persuading Japan to 
convert to Islam. Through this reordering of the ‘vision’, Al-Imam’s construction of the East was 
complete, because an Islamicized Japan would not only fall neatly into the East, but would be 
fully qualified to lead it. This then fulfilled the ‘vision’ of a rising and Islamic East countering 




4.2.2 From a poetics to a politics of space 
 
As discussed earlier, the construction and interpretation of space (its poetics) serve a 
practical purpose (its politics) and that this purpose tends to be both strategic and geopolitical 
(Said 1978:51). The imaginative geographies of Al-Imam projected an East that was both Islamic 
                                                          





and oppressed by Western imperialism. This geographic division is itself a redrawing of 
traditional geography in classical Islamic thought, which creates boundaries between dar al-
Islam and dar al-Harb instead. The former refers to the “abode of Islam, the world of Muslim 
believers who followed Islamic law” while the latter refers to the “world of infidels who lived 
outside the law of God45” (Goucher & Walton 2007:271). The spatial distinction between East 
and West, rather than dar al-Islam and dar al-Harb therefore reflects the changing balance of 
power brought about by Western imperialism. 
 
Said also points out that “space acquires emotional and even rational sense by a kind of 
poetic process, whereby the vacant and anonymous reaches of distance are converted into 
meaning for us here” (quoted in Gregory 1994:29). By consistently producing news of 
occurrences in far-off and unfamiliar countries with sizeable Islamic communities like China, Al-
Imam converted the anonymous distances of space into something that could be comprehended –
that these ‘unfamiliar’ places are in fact part of ‘our’ community. By orienting its readers to the 
possibility of Japan converting to Islam, the ‘unfamiliar’ (a non Muslim country of the East 
defeating an imperialistic power) is made familiar (a Muslim country leading the East against the 
West). Lastly, the ‘feel good’ image that Al-Imam projected in its pages with regards to the 
Ottoman Empire aimed to convert large swathes of space that the Empire covered and occupied 
into tiny and positive nuggets of information for its readers: ‘The Ottoman Empire is about 
Sultan Abdul Hamid II and Sultan Abdul Hamid II is the Caliph for all Muslims’.  
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This poetic process, by its nature, is inattentive to details and selective of its facts, which 
however, does not make it fictional because it serves a broader aim. Thus, what Al-Imam meant 
by the East was never defined46, since the bigger aim was to underscore the importance of Islam 
as a ‘bond’ that would unite these societies together against Western imperialism. From a 
geopolitical and strategic angle therefore, the idea of an oppressed but rising East led by Islam 
was not the airy-fairy fiction of a group of writers but was meant to present Islam as the 
‘solution’ for the problems faced by the colonized East. Such imaginative geographies however 
bring out the Orientalism and Orientalism in reverse of Al-Imam. This becomes clearer when we 
examine these representations in greater detail. 
 
4.3 Orientalism in Al-Imam 
4.3.1 Acquisition of waqf land 
 
The Orientalist worldview of Al-Imam is evident when the periodical attributed the 
oppression of the East due to the backwardness of its people, in particular the Malays. In pages 
after pages, the periodical criticized the Malays for their easy-going manners, their laziness, their 
tendency to gravitate towards leisure activities like soccer and their closed-minded attitude 
towards knowledge. This parallels the ontological bias in Occidental representations of Malay 
society as lazy and easy-going (cf Alatas 1977). For example, in one article, Al-Imam cried out: 
 
                                                          
46 Similarly, the idea of ‘Asia’ itself is problematic. For example, “Asia comes from a Greek word first used by 
Herodotus to describe the land belonging to the Persian Empire, in opposition to the lands called Greece and Egypt. 
Historically however, not all civilizations living in the continent we call ‘Asia’ has conceptualized space the same 
way. China used to view itself as ‘Chung Kuo’ –the middle kingdom” (Tan, Gloria & Fairoz 2009:5).  
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For the past 400 years, the Malays and Arabs have lived in [areas now called] High 
Street, Cross Street and the surrounding areas. But due to rent increases, they have now 
moved to Tanjung Pagar and Kampung Gelam. But after being ordered by the governor, 
they now have to run to Kallang. And if the governor speaks again, we will probably run 
away to the outlying islands and eventually to places where everyone else is naked 
[uncivilized]. And why did we lose our land? Because we are lazy and refuse to seek 
knowledge, such that we forgot what Islam is like. It is as if Islam is against the pursuit of 
wealth. Just look around us! The landlords are Chinese, the vegetable sellers are Chinese, 
the fishmongers are Chinese and the clothes-makers whom we buy our clothes from are 
Chinese. This is the biggest misfortune of all47. 
 
Although the passage mentioned both Arabs and Malays, a closer reading suggests that 
Al-Imam was directing is criticisms to the Malays as the small Arab population at that time 
disproportionately controlled vast areas of land. In 1885, 25% of real estate in Singapore 
belonged to the Arabs and by 1920; the figure hit 80% (Brown 2007:369). Thus, a loss of land 
would have impacted the Malays more than the Arabs, due their lack of land ownership and their 
dependency on these waqf lands.  
 
Recalling our earlier discussion of discourse as imposing regimes of truth and delimiting 
one’s field of vision, the example above highlights how discourse can invisibilize other aspects 
of social reality. The directive by the British governor in ordering the relocation of the Malays 
                                                          




were taken not as a point of critique of the British imperial enterprise but as evidence of Malay 
‘weaknesses’. While it highlighted Malay laziness and lack of ‘Islam’, it did not point out British 
complicity in acquiring land at prized urban locations in Singapore.  
 
The British colonial government in Singapore at this period was actively involved in 
acquiring large waqf land in prized urban areas and substituting them with land from rural parts. 
These waqf lands, which were endowed as religious trusts by wealthy Arab patriarchs in 
Singapore were also areas which most Malays resided in. In 1905, one year before Al-Imam was 
set up, the British created the Mohammedan and Hindu Endowment Board with the authority to 
administer the large religious trusts. A British-friendly Muslim leadership, as well as infighting 
within Arab families facilitated the colonial office’s acquisition of prized land at key urban areas 
like High Street (Brown 2007:348). The result was a withdrawing back by the Malays into less 
developed and rural areas where the new waqf land was substituted with. However, the 
Orientalist mindset was such that it accepts without question the view that the present state of 
affairs was to be blamed on the inherent weaknesses of the Malays, although the withdrawal was 
precipitated by policies beyond the control of the Malays. That the periodical repeated this 
discourse throughout its pages was captured by Roff’s now well-known phrase that Al-Imam’s 
criticisms of the Malays were akin to an “orgy of self-vilification and self-condemnation” 
(1967:57).  
 
At the same time, the West was admired for its superior intellect, technological achievements 
and attitude towards knowledge. While the East was ‘sick’ and ‘broken’, the West was its 
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‘honey’ which teased the East by offering and then hiding the cure48, as rendered in a syair49 
published by Al-Imam. In another article, the writer reflected over the encroaching colonial 
presence in Sumatra, Java, Borneo and Malaya. This reflection however, was used as an occasion 
to praise the colonial administrators for their knowledge and technology, for restoring order, 
building proper roads and establishing schools. The writer instead expressed sadness over the 
fact that in these places, the people were disunited, ignorant and lazy. This state of affairs was 
then blamed on the Malay kings, who neglected to educate their subjects despite their wealth.50 
As another example, we refer to an article from a contributor by the name of Salleh Effendi 
Jumat, who attempted to explain the backwardness of the East. Salleh listed out a total of 27 
reasons, of which five relevant ones are reproduced below. According to Saleh, 
1) “The West takes pride in work. We take pride in football. 
2) Their schools produce future leaders. Our schools produce only postmen and clerks. 
3) They take great care to preserve their language and use it to produce books and 
knowledge while we let our language which was once great, decline. 
4) The West translates our manuscripts to learn about us while we translate their stories as 
entertainment. 
5) In the West, writing and journalism are viable occupations for the learned while here, it 
only makes life difficult51”.  
 
                                                          
48 Surat Kiriman (Letter from Reader). Vol.1, No.2. August 1906 . 
49 A syair is a traditional Malay literary form similar to that of a poem. 
 
50Angan-angan yang berbetulan dengan hakikat  (Dreams that clash with reality). Vol.1, No.3. September 1906.  
51 Sebab kemajuan ahli Barat dan Kemunduran ahli timur (Reasons for Western Progress and Eastern 
Backwardness). Vol.3, No.6. November 1908.  
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One of the logical consequences of imaginative geographies, according to Said, is the 
creation of exclusionary boundaries, which thereby necessitates the setting up binary 
oppositions. As shown earlier, the West was viewed as ‘learned’, ‘serious’, ‘intellectual’ and 
‘progressive’. Colonialism was also seen to be beneficial. The East was ‘oppressed’, ‘backward’ 
and ‘anti-intellectual’. This binary opposition works by first objectifying the subjects and then 
attaching attributes to these objects. This gives an object its identity which is then taken as 
‘reality’. The end result of such ontological differences is the essentializing of both Occident and 
Oriental, or in this case, East and West, whereby the East is casted as inferior to the West. This 
‘reality’ is also reflected in its admiration of Sultan Abu Bakar of Johor. 
 
4.3.2 Sultan Abu Bakar of Johor 
 
The final, but significant instance of the Orientalist mindset of Al-Imam pertains to its 
repeated praises of Sultan Abu Bakar (1833-1895) of Johor. This facet of Al-Imam deserves 
attention for further analysis since Abu Bakar was the only Sultan in Malaya whom Al-Imam 
considered worthy of respect. Furthermore, Malaysian academics tend to offer little critical 
analysis on this aspect of Al-Imam (see for example Abdul Aziz 2006; Abu Bakar 1991).  Abu 
Bakar was admired due to his efforts in ‘modernizing’ Johor, but this modernizing process and 
factors cited as ‘achievements’ are intricately linked to an Orientalist worldview. For instance, in 
a eulogy reflecting the achievements of the late Sultan, Al-Imam cried out: 
 
Some people received awards and titles without doing anything useful or 
honourable…but look! And understand! The honourable late Sultan Abu Bakar of Johor 
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received medals and titles from some of the most important and influential royalties in 
Europe52. 
 
It is only through legitimization by Western royalty that a Malay sultan is seen to deserve 
its titles. But the Orientalist mindset runs deeper. Abu Bakar, who is presently remembered in 
Malaysian historiography as the “Father of Modern Johor,’ was also an Anglophile. Abu Bakar’s 
modernization of the entire state apparatus of Johor along British models was to such an extent 
that it also included imitation and Westernization. Buildings were designed according to 
Victorian styles. In his travels to England, he adopted the English name Albert Baker (Sinclair 
1967:338) and “in some respects, [resembled] a typical Victorian, concerned with appearances” 
(Sweeney 1980:120). Furthermore, in 1863, Abu Bakar “wrote to the Singapore governor to say 
that he had revised the Islamic code, making it ‘more conformable to European ideas” (Andaya 
1982: 155). Hence, Sir Harry Ord, Governor of the Straits Settlement from 1867-1873, once 
wrote, “in his own tastes and habits, he [Abu Bakar] is an English gentleman…the only raja in 
the whole peninsula or adjoining states who rules in accordance with the practice of civilized 
nations”(Andaya 1982:153). 
 
 In developing Johor, Abu Bakar’s most important aide was his bendahara (Prime 
Minister), Mohamed Salleh bin Perang (1841-1915). Salleh is remembered in Malaysia’s history 
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 Kemuliaan atau Kehormatan (Honor or Respect). Vol.2, No.8. February 1908.  
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for being the first person to accurately survey and plot the geography of Johor53. In his 
biography54, Salleh recalled the moment when he completed the map: 
 
The first practical application of what I had learned was in constructing a road, that is, the 
Teberau road as far as Sungai Pandan and I ended up surveying the whole territory of 
Johor, including the rivers and mountains, and I produced a map of Johor, complete with 
all of its territories, which I submitted to His Highness [Abu Bakar], who sent it to 
London, where it was pronounced correct by the chief surveyors. (quoted in Sweeney 
1980:54) 
 
According to Godlewska, “historians of cartography have recently observed that if 
knowledge is power, then maps are a particularly instrumental form of power” (1995:7). The 
production of maps involves the conversion of space into grids, coordinates and numbers in 
order to exert control over an unknown geography. Maps represent but the level of representation 
is achieved via the deployment of the science of measurement, such that the unknown can be 
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 The map is now displayed at the Istana Besar in Johor Bahru. 
 
54 Amin Sweeney suggests that Salleh’s fame should also rest on his autobiography, the Tarikh (A History) which 
Sweeney argues was the first Malay autobiography. Sweeney unconvincingly says that Abdullah Munshi’s Hikayat 
Abdullah which was published in 1849 does not qualify as the first Malay autobiography because Abdullah was 
“culturally” not a Malay and that his memoirs were meant for a European audience (1980: viii). Salleh’s 
autobiography consists of a series of papers uncovered after his death in 1914 and published in 1928 by the Al-Attas 
press in Johor Bahru. It was banned shortly after due to critical remarks made by Salleh in some of his writings on 
Abu Bakar’s successor, Sultan Ibrahim, who was Sultan of Johor until 1957. Of particular interest is Salleh’s record 
keeping of Abu Bakar’s visits to China and Japan from  28th April to 5th November 1883.Despite  spending about six 
months in these countries, our reading of the accounts suggests that the visit was a junket. For example, the Japanese 
Foreign Office records showed that during the meeting between Abu Bakar and the Emperor on 26th June 1883, only 
pleasantries were exchanged (Sweeney 1980:118). Salleh also peppered his entries about news of individual 
Japanese conversion to Islam. These entries were cursory and their conversions did not elicit any interest from Abu 





grasped, organized and therefore controlled (Godlewska 1995:6). The systematic organization of 
knowledge that the map aspires to has its parallels in another Occidental production- the 
encyclopedia, for both “arouse the same dream of completeness and mastery of an inaccessible 
totality” (Godleswska 1995:17). That maps and hence geography play a key role in the 
Orientalist imaginings of the Orient is evident when we note that the three most important Arab 
works studied in 18th century Europe were the Quran; the Arabic fable –‘The Thousand and One 
Nights’ and the Taqwim al-buldan (Directory of Countries), a work by the Arab geographer Abu 
al-Fida (Tolmacheva 1995:152). 
 
In the present study, the Orientalist habit of surveying the geography of the ‘Other’ in 
order to produce knowledge that can be used to tame and control it was carried out by Salleh, 
who in turn learnt his surveying techniques from Sir Henry McCallum55. That his map was 
useful was proven when in 1889, a dispute broke out pertaining to the borders of Johor, Muar, 
Malacca and Johol56. Upon the resolution of the conflict, a relieved Salleh remarked, “I thanked 
God, just as I had estimated on the plan, Gunung Ledang was included in Johor’s territory” 
(quoted in Sweeney 1980:58). But the Orientalist mindset is not clearly revealed at these 
instances since map-making can serve as a useful and objective function in state building by 
indigenous rulers. The mindset is revealed when the production of knowledge by the Orient 
utilizing epistemological categories learnt from the Occident must be validated and ‘approved’ 
again by the Occident in order for the knowledge to be certified as ‘correct’.  
                                                          
55 McCallum served as a colonial engineer in the Royal Engineers during his stint in the Straits Settlement from 
1884-1897. He also designed the Singapore National Museum (see Thulaja 2005). 
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Related to the above point is the triangular relationship between knowledge, Orientalism 
and imperialism. Basim notes that “the acquisition of an Oriental grammar, like Arabic, is on the 
same grid as the acquisition of an Oriental colony, like Egypt” (1979:25). This triangular 
relationship is tragically foreshadowed at this juncture: A Sultan who explicitly accepted the 
superiority of the English handed over the first charted map of independent Johor to be verified 
by the British colonial government; effectively handing over ‘knowledge’ of Johor to a future 
colonial master.57 
 
Therefore, an analysis of Abu Bakar’s contributions and character indirectly reveals Al-
Imam’s fascination with facets of Western rule and life. Like Abu Bakar, Al-Imam had high 
admiration towards Western models of state building, which were seen as ‘modern’ and 
‘progressive’, compared to indigenous systems, which were deemed inferior. The replication and 
at times passive imitation of such models by Abu Bakar denoted efforts to ‘modernize’ Johor, 
which were credited as the reason why Johor remained ‘strong’ and independent. Existing 
systems and way of ‘doing’ things in other Malay states were seen to be the reason why these 
states were weak. Also, by pointing out Abu Bakar’s validation by European monarchs, Al-Imam 
essentially viewed European loyalty as the ‘standard’ upon which Malay royalty should be 
measured. This instance is reflective of Foucault’s assertion that power can produce consent such 
that individuals at times willingly disciplined themselves without realizing that it is contrary to 
their freedom (Brookfield 2005:138). 
 
                                                          
57 The British finally managed to install a Resident in Johor in 1910. 
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 At the same time, discourses exclude potentially clashing or contradictory narratives. 
While it vilified the Malays, it remained silent on Abu Bakar’s revision of the Islamic code and 
his admiration for ‘all things British’. While it exhorted Malay royalty to follow the example of 
Abu Bakar, it failed to mention Abu Bakar’s links to slavery, in particular the existence of a 
slave colony in the island of Kukup. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, Javanese men who 
had run out of money while doing the pilgrimage in Mecca was shipped back to the region and 
made to work off their debts on plantations in Kukup that belonged to the Sultan of Johor58 
(Stauth 1999:70). The overall consequence of this exclusion is the setting up of a worldview or 
‘regimes of truth’ that portrays Abu Bakar as an exemplary leader. 
 
However, Abu Bakar’s attitudes towards the British were not simply one dimensional. To 
suggest so would imply a lack of agency on the part of the Orient. While there were elements in 
Abu Bakar’s thoughts and actions that revealed his explicit admiration of the superiority of the 
British, there were also elements in his thoughts that showed his resistance to British rule in 
Johor and other Malay states. For example, in 1887, he persuaded Sultan Ahmad of Pahang to 
accept a British consultant rather than a British Resident in order to ward off British rule in 
Pahang (Andaya 1984:153). Similarly, Al-Imam’s position on colonialism was mixed. While it 
advocated a Japanese leadership in the East, it also had high regards towards Western models of 
progress to the extent that at times, it was muted in its criticisms of colonialism and at some 
points, even suggested the benefits that colonialism brought. Hence, arguments by Abu Bakar 
Hamza (1991) and Abdul Aziz (2006) that Al-Imam spoke out against colonialism are 
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 Snouck Hungronje uncovered this colony in 1891(see Stauth 1999). Since Abu Bakar ruled Johor from 1862 to 
1895, this meant that the colony existed during Abu Bakar’s reign. 
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simplifications that failed to capture the more complex and nuanced feelings which its writers 
had towards British intrusion into their lands.  
 
This ambiguity is because while it was convinced of the inferiority and backwardness of 
the East, and the superiority of aspects of Western rule, it was also consciously striving for 
alternative models of progress and modernity. It is through this search that the Orientalism in 
reverse of Al-Imam becomes evident.  
 
4.4 Orientalism in Reverse of Al-Imam 
 
Although Western models of progress were highly visible, the periodical was also 
searching for ‘non-Western’ models in order to resist the colonialist and political implications 
that come with complete acceptance of Western models (cf Makdisi 2000). In this regard, its 
admiration of Japan, which we pointed out earlier, stemmed from the consideration that Japan 
presented itself as an alternative model of modernity for Islamic countries to follow because it 
had reached great heights while maintaining its culture and tradition; in other words, its ‘Eastern-
ness’ (see Laffan 2007 and Andaya 1978). This was the latent reason behind such contradictions. 
For example, one article expressed its disapproval over the attitude of Indian students abroad 
who were eagerly adopting ‘Western’ ways like partying away at hotels rather than taking their 
education seriously59. For Al-Imam, the West may be modern, but it was still decadent. 
 
4.4.1 An Islamicized Japan 
                                                          





It is useful to recall at this point that Al-Imam’s attitudes towards Japan were based on its 
vision of an Islamic East which was deemed to be on the rise. Thus, its call for a Japanese 
leadership over the East was also linked to the idea of a Japanese conversion to Islam. This was 
partially why the periodical was called Pan-Islamic. Al-Imam’s rationale for a Japanese 
conversion was partly based on painting a cyclical view of history60. It commented that the 
decline of Russia and the rise of Japan could be understood if one learnt from Ibn Khaldun, who 
once wrote, “adapun luas kerajaan itu menurut bagaimana luas ramai orangnya pada asal” 
(how influential and strong a government is depends on how many of its people stay true to the 
society’s original principles).  
 
Ibn Khaldun was the 14th century Arab historian and social scientist whose most 
influential work was the Muqaddimah [Introduction to (History)] (1377). In the Muqaddimah, he 
also laid out a general theory on the rise and fall of civilizations. According to Ibn Khaldun, 
history operates in cycles and civilizations rise and fall due to shifts in the level of asabiyyah 
(cohesion) in society (see Issawi 1950). Using this framework, Al-Imam pointed out that the 
increasing attention by other religious leaders towards Japan might lead to fragmentation and 
disunity if Japan was to convert across many different religions. The only salvation and 
protection, the periodical continued, was a conversion to Islam for this guaranteed the solidarity 
of the Japanese people. It then exhorted that if the Japanese leaders failed to create the conditions 
necessary for this to occur, then it would be a loss for their country61. 
                                                          
60 Salinan (Reproduction). Vol.2, No.6. December 1907. 
 




  Al-Imam then emphasized the solidarity Japan would received from all Muslim 
communities and nations; support which would be absent had they converted to Christianity 
because “Christianity remained a European religion which continued to make distinctions against 
non-European Christians”. In the same article, the periodical continued that upon conversion to 
Islam, Japan would immediately discover that their Muslims saudara (kin) in China would be 
equivalent to the number of Japanese citizens themselves. On top of this, the people of Japan 
would find kinship amongst the Muslims in Siam, Malay Peninsula and Netherlands East Indies 
“for in Islam, all Muslims are brothers62”. 
 
Such calls bring out the Orientalism in reverse of Al-Imam. For Al-Imam, Japan’s 
progress and achievements under the Meiji government and its historic victory over Russia in 
1905; while tremendous, were deemed ‘insufficient’, even ‘hollow’. It was not enough that Japan 
was already modern and had become the first Asian country to defeat the West; it had to be 
Islamized for it to be ‘fully qualified’ to lead the ‘East’. For the periodical, Islam was the only 
key that could prevent Japan from weakening. In fact, Islam would strengthen Japan. Thus, 
rather than emphasizing the need to learn from Japan without qualifications, Al-Imam 
complicated the picture by emphasizing how Japan could learn from Muslim countries instead. 
The assertion that Islam was the key to unlocking Japan’s further greatness took place despite the 
fact that Islamic countries were no longer a political force vis-à-vis the Western imperial powers.  
 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
62 Islam dan Jepun (Islam and Japan). Vol.1, No.2. July 1906. 
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Such discourses are also evident in many of its articles. For example, it highlighted that 
Islam “is the only and most effective medicine to cure all our ills63”. It often published articles 
from ‘figures of authority’ in which similar sentiments were reiterated.64 In another article, Al-
Imam quoted an English writer by the name of D.J. Corbett, who, in hypothesizing how the 
British Empire could align itself with Muslims to balance the might of the Russian empire, 
pointed out that “in Asia, there are two sources of strength for Islam –one is Afghanistan and the 
other is the Al-Sanusiah movement in Africa.”65 Al-Imam used this article to explain to its 
readers how potentially powerful Islamic countries in the East could be if they were united. 
 
4.4.2 Implications of Orientalism in reverse 
 
Such imaginative geographies contain an ontological bias, but one that is reversed in 
favor of an East that is seen as possessing superior elements (in this case, Islam). Furthermore, 
the idea that the perfection of Islam would make Japan fully qualified to lead the East reveals the 
epistemological bias in the periodical. For Al-Imam, Islam and the Islamic knowledge and values 
that ‘flow’ from it form the basis of all ‘truth’. Therefore, for Al-Imam, it logically follows that 
Islam is the solution for all ills. 
 
The Orientalism in reverse of Al-Imam also contains anti-humane and ahistorical features 
(Al Azm 2000:231). It supported Sultan Abdul Hamid II, despite the fact that the Sultan defied 
                                                          
63 Seelok-elok pekerjaan itu barang yang bersangatan hajat umat kepadaNya (No matter how well one does a duty, 
one should still seek supplication from God). Vol.1, No.1. July 1906.  
 
64 See for example  Islam di dalam alam (Islam in the world). Vol.2, No.3. September 1906.  
 
65   Salinan ( Reproduction). Vol.2, No.6. December 1907.  
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the image of a just and humane ruler in Islam by ruling as a dictator (see Lee 1942). Finally, the 
over-arching theme of the periodical –Islam as the key for greatness was ahistorical as it 
appealed to a period long past when the Ottoman Empire did exert a great political power66.  
These instances are the corollary of a mode of thinking that privileges specific representations of 
Islam rather than the embodiment of the complexity and heterogeneity of the religion and its 
civilization – the Sultan was supported because he was the last remaining symbol of an Islam 
that was once strong and united. The Malays and traditional religious elites were chided because 
the way they practiced Islam did not congeal with the image of Islam that existed in the minds of 
the founders, the ‘kind’ of Islam that was taught to be ‘true’ and ‘correct’ by the Cairo reformers 
–Abduh and Rida. In doing so, Al-Imam isolated Malay society from its culture and history, 
including the centuries-old roles played by traditional religious elites in Malay society. 
 
4.5 A ‘less’ Islamic versus a ‘more’ Islamic East 
 
In presenting Islam as the ‘solution’ however, Al-Imam was also critical of the way Islam 
was practiced and studied in Southeast Asia, as averred to earlier. In one article, Al-Imam stated:  
 
The Muslims in this side of the East have such a huge gap when compared to those in 
Cairo in terms of their knowledge and education. While those in Cairo worked hard to 
climb the mountain [of knowledge] in order to lead a life of contentment upon reaching 
                                                          
66
 During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the  Ottoman Empire continued to hold an inflated sense of 
admiration and hopes for Southeast Asian Muslims, although it was already in a state of decay due to “16th century 
connections, when Turkey was indeed a Power for the infidels to reckon with” (Reid 1967:268). 
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the top, the Muslims over here are stuck beside the river whose water runs fast and deep 
with ignorance67. 
 
 This state of affairs, according to Al-Imam, was why the East remained backward and 
why Southeast Asian Muslims should be exposed to the teachings of Abduh and Rida. Thus the 
chief reason for Al-Imam’s existence, as pointed out earlier, was to guide the less informed 
Malays in the teachings of the Cairenese reformers. But in the process of doing so, Al-Imam 
created an internal hierarchy within the Orient:  The East was ‘Islamic’ but some parts of the 
East were ‘more’ Islamic that other parts.  
 
In essence, Islamic countries in Al-Imam’s imaginative sphere were ‘more’ East than the 
rest and also more superior because it ‘had’ Islam or practiced Islam the ‘right’ way. Non-
Islamic countries in the East remained blank swathes of spaces in the cognitive mapping of Al-
Imam while the most important of such countries, Japan, was persuaded to convert. Furthermore, 
areas that were ‘less’ Islamic were deemed ‘problematic’ and in need of educating or guidance. 
Thus, at the heart of Al-Imam’s enterprise was the spread of ‘true’ knowledge about Islam to the 
Malays. 
 
This enterprise took the form of messages and teachings of Abduh and propagated by 
Rashid Rida in Al-Manar. As discussed in Chapter 2, such messages emphasized several key 
ideas, including the need for individual Muslims to practice more independent reasoning in 
matters of religion rather than passive acceptance of knowledge from traditional religious 
                                                          
67 Perkhabaran:Mustafa Kamal Basya-Kelebihan Orang yang berkhidmat akan watannya (News: Mustafa Kamal 
Basya- The nobility of those who served in the interests of their homeland). Vol.2, No.10. April 1908. 
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authorities. This explains why all previous studies on Al-Imam called it a ‘reformist’ periodical. 
This essay is not concerned with examining its ‘reformist’ aspects. Rather, it is to point out that 
an enterprise geared towards correcting existing practices of an indigenous population already 
suggests the image of Malay society that is less perfect when compared to the ‘lands above the 
wind’. One specific example of such imperfections is the Malay language. 
 
4.5.1 Malay language 
 
Al-Imam at times expressed dissatisfaction with the Malay language when compared to 
Arabic. In one article, it lamented the poverty of Malay because it had not been nourished by 
useful texts68. In another article, it voiced concerns about the future of the language and noting 
that Johor would be organizing a Malay language conference, requested its readers who attended 
the event to write in on what transpired.69 In another example, it reprinted an article from the 
Egyptian magazine The Circus, which praised endlessly the al-Amir Abbas Khelmi Khadewi 
(Khedive) of Mesir70. One of the points of admiration involved the Khadewi’s disdain of using 
any other language except Arabic and his utter dislike towards receiving letters from the East in 
any other languages except Arabic.71 Here, the emphasis on textuality and language as ways of 
knowing and criticizing the ‘Other’ become apparent, the only difference being that Al-Imam not 
only made a divide between a superior East which possessed Islam and a ‘decadent’ West; but 
                                                          
68Matahari Memancar (Shining Sun). Vol.1, No.11. April 1907. 
 
69 Mengenai Bahasa Melayu (On the Malay Language). Vol.2, No.1. July 1907. 
70 This was probably referring to the last Khedive of Egypt, Abbas Hilmi Pasha, who ruled from 1892-1914. 
 
71 Yang Maha Mulia al-Amir Abbas Khelmi, Khadewi Mesir (His Highness al-Amir Abaas Khelmi, the Khedive of 
Egypt). Vol.2, No.10. March 1908. 
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between a superior East equipped with proper Islam plus Arabic and a less superior East that 
needed to be nourished by Arabic and ‘correct’ Islam. 
 
The distinction between a ‘more’ Islamic and a ‘less’ Islamic East is an instance of 
Orientalism because the belief that the ‘lands above the winds’ was the undisputed, genuine and 
pristine centre of ‘true’ Islam while Southeast Asian countries were inferior in terms of their 
level of Islamic scholarship, knowledge and practice was identical to how Orientalists view 
Islamic linkages between Middle East and Southeast Asia. This view is also reflected in the 
academic scholarship72.  For Al-Imam however, this was the logical consequence of the influence 
of Abduh and Rida in Cairo. On a broader level, this pattern of thinking, which is known as core-
periphery (thereby reproducing its own imaginative geography), presents some problems which 
we will analyze in the next chapter. At this point however, we have shown the co-existence and 
interplay between Orientalism and Orientalism in reverse in Al-Imam. What we will focus on in 




4.6 Characteristics of Co-existence 
4.6.1 Conflicting imperatives and ambivalence 
 
In Al-Imam, both styles of thoughts do not simply co-exist; as it assumes that such co-
existence is unproblematic. This co-existence is dynamic, even dialectic. This is clear when we 
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 Chapter 5 will explain this assertion in more detail. 
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think in terms of ‘conflicting imperatives’. According to Gould, ‘conflicting imperatives’, which 
are “mutually interdependent but conflicting goals, priorities or motivations” form the core of 
many concepts in the social sciences (1999:461). They capture “important dynamics of the 
reality being studied and help to generate hypotheses” (1999:441) and are expressed in terms of 
tensions, contradictions and complementarities. However, an awareness of the presence of one or 
more conflicting imperatives when dealing with concepts remains low (Gould 1999:440). This 
lack of awareness also exists in studies relating to Orientalism and its reverse. For example, the 
concept of Orientalism itself contains a contradiction whereby attempts to divide societies as 
superior/inferior ironically took place as cultural encounters between Orient/Occident intensified. 
Orientalism in reverse borrows the ontological and epistemological biases of Orientalism as it 
simultaneously rejects Orientalist scholarship. These contradictions however, are rarely 
discussed. 
 
In Al-Imam, the simultaneous co-existence of both Orientalism and its reverse contains a 
conflicting imperative that goes beyond the contradiction inherent in each concept. Specifically, 
this is expressed in the form of ‘ambivalence’. By ambivalence, we refer to the social-
psychological definition developed by Smelser:  
The simultaneous existence of attraction and repulsion, of love and hate. Ambivalence is 
inclusive in that it can focus on people, objects, and symbols. The nature of ambivalence 
is to hold opposing affective orientations toward the same person, object, or symbol. 
With some exceptions, preferences are regarded as relatively stable; ambivalence tends to 
be unstable, expressing itself in different and sometimes contradictory ways as actors 




We have noted this ambivalence throughout our discussion on Al-Imam. Its attitude 
towards the British was not purely anti-colonial, but contained bursts of admiration. It considered 
only one Malay sultan to be worthy of respect –but chose the one who approximated most 
closely to British, rather than Islamic ideals. While it admired Japan, it continued to advocate for 
its conversion to Islam so that Japan would truly be ‘great’. The periodical showed its concern 
for the advancement of the Malays, but did so by constantly vilifying them. This ambivalence in 
turn reflects a “fundamental existential dilemma in the human condition” (Smelser 1998:13), an 
assertion that resonates well in this case, when we recall that Al-Imam was a colonial era text  
published in a period of rapid social change across different parts of the world. 
 
4.6.2 Spatial and temporal distinctions 
 
Second, these two styles of thoughts create divisions and imaginings based on specific 
imaginative geographies. But apart from spatial divisions, they also made temporal distinctions 
between East and West as well as a ‘more’ Islamic versus a ‘less’ Islamic East. According to 
Johannes Fabian, notions of time are “ideologically construed instruments of power”. From this 
perspective, relations between East and West are not merely based on differences but constructed 
in terms of “distance in space and time”(1983:144-147). Therefore, in Al-Imam, notions of a 
backward East suggested a civilization that, in the linear conception of time, (which is itself a 
product of the Enlightenment) (cf Fabian 1983), was not yet on the same temporal plane as the 
more ‘advanced’ Western civilization. This in turn required these less advanced spaces to be 




The distinction between a ‘less’ Islamic and ‘more’ Islamic East is also temporal for the 
process of dragging the less ‘Islamic’ parts of the Orient towards progress was to be achieved by 
stripping away what the founders deemed to be outdated, old ways of learning and knowing 
Islam; and replacing them with ways that are more relevant to the modern period. Thus, Al-
Imam’s reformist messages were closely linked to the repeatedly emphasized idea that Islam had 
to be made relevant for the present day. This is further reinforced by an equally temporal image 
of Muslim societies: ‘In the past, Islam was great. Presently it is in decline but in future, Islam 
will rise again’. This temporal sequence also follows a divisive pattern where the rise of Islam 
must be accompanied by a decline of the West and vice versa. Thus, Al-Azm (2000:235) points 
out that one tendency of Orientalism in reverse is to speak of Islam in terms of opposing cyclical 




Third, one key feature of this co-existence is the link Al-Imam made between 
constructions of an East that was backward (and reasons for its backwardness), Japan’s possible 
conversion to Islam and its leadership over the East. This triangular relationship captured the 
tension of an age where colonized Islamic communities were trying to find models of progress 
which would not entail a sacrifice of their Islamic identities. But why would well-respected men 




Such calls seem less unrealistic and not mere wish fantasies (which a superficial reading 
would conclude) if we understand that they operate as a discourse. We suggest therefore that a 
deeper analysis of this feature be analyzed as such. By operating as a discourse, they influenced 
ways of thinking and imposed a regime of truth for the founders of Al-Imam as well as for many 
other Muslim leaders and intellectuals during this period. This aspect is also worth a closer 
analysis as how Muslim intellectuals and leaders viewed Japan’s rise during the early 20th 
century is under-studied.   
 
4.7 Islam and Japan: A discourse 
 
That such calls operate as a discourse is made clearer when we look at two features of 
discourse – the ‘authority’ (who speaks) and the ‘statement’. As discussed earlier, a discourse 
can be seen to comprise a way of speaking and a worldview which regards certain ideas as ‘true’ 
or more important than other ideas (Brookfield 2005:136). By implication, an analysis of 
discourse involves looking at not only what and how something is being said, but who says it. As 
Mills notes, “in order for a discourse or an object to be activated, to be called into existence, the 
knower has to establish a right for him/herself to speak. Thus, entry into discourse is seen to be 
inextricably linked to questions of authority and legitimacy” (1997:51). Furthermore, the 
building blocks of a discourse is the statement – “utterances which have some institutional force 
and which are thus validated by some form of authority –those utterances which for him 
[Foucault] would be classified as ‘in the true’” (Mills 1997:61). The overall impact is that a 
discourse delimits and restricts the field of knowledge, resulting in the exclusion of other kinds 




In what specific ways then are calls for an Islamized Japan to lead the East a discourse? 
First, these calls were consistently linked to figures of authority, which gave the idea legitimacy. 
In other words, this discourse was first sparked by Muslims who were seen as ‘credible’.The idea 
of a Japanese conversion to Islam was first advocated by the well known and respected Islamic 
scholar Rashid Rida, when it was publicized that Tokyo was organizing a conference of religion. 
This conference eventually took place in March 1907 (Laffan 2003:134). Al-Imam referenced 
this conference in an article in its July 1906 edition73 which for the first time articulated Rida’s 
thoughts of a Japanese conversion to Islam to a primarily Southeast Asian audience.  
 
Rashid Rida himself was seen as a ‘person of interest’ by the British themselves and 
whose public pronouncements and activities sometimes raised ‘red flags’ for the British. For 
example, Rida’s conversation with one Professor ‘Z’, which was published in Al-Manar’s 
August 1916 edition under the title, ‘The opinion of the Elect (ie Muslims) on the Arab 
Question’ was deemed important enough that this article found its way up to the British Foreign 
Office.74  
 
The ‘authoritative statement’ that Japan could somehow assist the Muslims against 
Western imperialism helped explain the rather unorthodox step taken by the Riau-Lingga 
Sultanate in 1913. In a sensitively penned paper by Andaya (1977), the author traces the futile 
attempts by several Bugis princes of the Riau-Lingga Sultanate to convince Japan to become its 
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protector, even to the point of considering the sale of parts of Riau to the Japanese in order to 
thwart off Dutch’s increasing grip on the monarchy75. The Dutch called this move as an exercise 
in “fiction” (Andaya 1977: 155) but Andaya points out that the Riau courts engaged Japan 
because for over a decade, the signal given to the Riau courts by itinerant Islamic scholars was 
the very possibility of looking to Japan as its ‘savior’: 
 
The achievement of Japan had provided the answer to Islam’s dilemma. Japan was now 
deemed “civilized” –yet it had not surrendered itself to alien values and customs. By its 
example it had earned the right to become the mentor of all Asians, and especially those 
of the Moslem faith. This was the authoritative message which for more than a decade 
had been transmitted to Riau via its links with the great Islamic centres of the Middle 
East. (1977:156) 
 
Andaya’s observation also suggests that it is insufficient for a discourse to possess 
authoritative statements. For it to become dominant, it has to be continuously kept in 
existence. 
 
4.7.1 Keeping a discourse ‘alive’: Commentary 
 
                                                          
75 Raja Hitam, the son of Raja Ali Haji, the Bugis prince, scholar and theologian who penned Tuhfat al-Nafis, 
travelled to Tokyo on 11th December 1913 to seek an appointment with the Emperor of Japan. Raja Hitam however 
passed away in Tokyo a few months later without meeting the Emperor; “succumbing to the bitter cold of Tokyo’s 




While authority can help activate discourse, the principle of commentary helps keep such 
discourses alive. Only discourses deemed ‘worthy’ or ‘important’ are commented upon, thereby 
reinforcing its existence. Over the decades, calls for a Japanese conversion did not disappear, 
only soften while the idea of Japan exercising its leadership in the East not only remained, but 
strengthened. For example, much publicity was given when the first mosque in Japan opened in 
Kobe in October 1935. An influential English-language Islamic periodical in Singapore at that 
time, Genuine Islam, noted that “the mosque being built in a great Asiatic country, Nippon, shall 
be the first stepping stone to pave the way of friendly relations of the various Muslims countries 
with Nippon76.” And when the patron of Genuine Islam, the wealthy Singaporean-Arab 
philanthropist Syed Ibrahim Omar Alsagoff went on a vacation to China and Japan in 1936, he 
came back extolling his admiration of Japan77 but made no reference to China. Japan also 
fascinated the spiritual mentor of the periodical, the South Asian intellectual and religious leader 
Maulana Mohamed Abdul Aleem Siddiqui enough that he gave a lecture in a mosque in South 
Bridge Road entitled “The Secret of Japanese Success” in October 1936.78 
 
Ironically, the British also kept the discourse in existence by reacting to it and in the 
process, helped to solidify and normalize the discourse. For example, Muslim delegations on 
innocuous visits to Japan at times became objects of scrutiny. In early 1921, the British Foreign 
Office tasked its consulate in Mukden (now Shenyang, China) to investigate a report by the 
British paper, The Daily Mail, after it reproduced an article by the Asiatic News Agency which 
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alleged that “a party of Mohammedan officials” enroute to Tokyo via Mukden was trying to 
establish a “Universal Mohammedan Association to work for the ultimate unification of all 
Mohammedan races into a big alliance under Japan’s protection.” Upon investigation, the report 
was found to be untrue: The ‘party’ consisted of one retired colonel living off British pension, 
who was trying to stimulate pilgrimage to Mecca; although it also revealed cultivation attempts 




Discourse can become dominant not only due to the principle of commentary and 
statements by authoritative figures, but also through institutionalization. As can be seen in the 
Mukden incident earlier, Japanese members of the Pan Asiatic society actively tried to cultivate 
prominent Muslim figures into their cause. Japan, aware of the positive feelings it had generated 
in the Muslim world, aimed to channel these positive sentiments into its Pan-Asianist foreign 
policy. Although this policy was institutionalized only from the 1930s onwards,80 the first decade 
of the 20th century had already seen sporadic instances of Japanese efforts in cultivating specific 
Muslim personalities. For example, in 1909, Abdürresid Ibrahim (1853–1944), an Ottoman 
intellectual and judge initiated contact with Yamaoka Kotaro (1880–1959), a member of the 
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 British Foreign Office despatches No. 49 and No.51. 21st and 2rd July 1921 respectively. On 21st July 1921, 
Wilkinson, the British consul in Mukden, informed the British Foreign Office that upon investigations, it was 
discovered that the Asiatic News Agency (ANA) had deliberately misrepresented the visit by a Colonel Shaikh 
Siddik Elkadiri. In Mukden, the Colonel had let himself be feted by Japanese members of the Pan-Asiatic Society. 
There, he had also met and granted an interview with an ANA correspondent. Wilikinson uncharitably remarked that 
the “Colonel’s head was turned by the flattering reception he received and that he said, or perhaps, allowed things to 
be said, regarding his mission which were quite untrue”. 
 
80 For instance, in 1938, the Japanese government created the Dai Nippon Kaiky  Ky kai or ‘The Greater Japan 




Japanese nationalist organization called the Kokuryukai. The latter then converted to Islam and 
assumed the name of Omar Yamaoka (Esenbel 2004:1151), who became the first Japanese 
convert to visit Mecca and Medina. During his trip in the region, he also made contacts with 
Arab leaders while training several Muslim Japanese to be future agents (Esenbel 2004:1154). 
More interestingly, Esenbel explains that “Yamaoka's account of his experiences, Arabia 
j danki, is the first Japanese account of the Arabian Islamic world detailing the Japanese Pan-
Asianist rationalization for an Islamic orientation combining Asianism, patriotism, and anti-
imperialism” (2004:1154). 
 
As Foucault points out, discourse structures our sense of reality. The process of 
apprehending reality is determined by the discursive structures available at that point in time and 
space and in the process of apprehension, these structures are given solidity. Furthermore, the 
discursive structures are systematic such that a pattern of ideas and ways of thinking can be 
detected (Mills 1997:17). For Al-Imam, this was translated into a narrative centering on the 
possibility of Japan both converting to Islam and leading an East that was projected as ‘Islamic’. 
This narrative, via several systematic practices, continued to circulate and sustained over the 
decades in different ways as discussed earlier.  
 
4.7.3 Role of the printing press 
 
Another important factor that facilitates the circulation of such discourses is the printing 
press. Before World War II (WW II), Singapore was the centre of Malay publishing in Southeast 
Asia and out of the total of 46 periodicals that were published on and off in Singapore before 
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WW II, 30 dealt exclusively with matters pertaining to Islam81 (Hamedi 2002:13). In the 
traditional chain of transmission which relied on itinerant pilgrims to bring back news from 
abroad, discourses would have been transmitted only to small groups of people at one time. Al-
Imam, being the first Jawi periodical in the region to focus on Islam, broke the traditional chain 
by democratizing the way news was spread. This was achieved via a system of distribution 
agents in Singapore, the Malay states and some parts of Indonesia, and its policy of providing 
free copies to institutions such as madrasah. 
 
 There is in fact, a strong possibility that the princes of the Riau-Lingga Sultanante did 
not rely exclusively on itinerant scholars for the ‘latest’ information. This is because Al-Imam 
itself had a strong Riau connection. One of its founders, Syed Syeikh Al-Hadi was also the 
adopted son of Raja Ali Kelana, the younger half-brother of the Sultan of Riau (Roff 1962:169). 
Al-Hadi also helped to start Persekutuan Rushdiyyah (Rushdiyyah Club) in the island of 
Penyengat, a study club whose members were largely made up of Bugis princes who then 
dominated the Sultanate. Azra also points out that Al-Imam was read by the Sultan of Riau 
himself (1999:83). 
 
Lastly, although Malay literacy remained low under colonialism (cf Lily 1998), messages 
in Al-Imam could still reach a more general audience because of the presence of a ‘listening 
                                                          
81 Ironically however; the printing technology and know-how was brought into Singapore by Christian missionaries. 
The first recorded evidence of indigenous printing in Singapore was Abdullah Munsyi’s printed work of the 
‘Proclamation for Raffles on the Disposal of Land’, printed on 2nd December 1822. Abdullah, in turn, learnt the 
printing technique from the English missionary Claudius Thomsen (Gallop 1990:91). Hence Gallop made the 
revealing remark “that the history of the spread of Malay printing in Southeast Asia in the first half of the 19th 




public’. This refers to the practice whereby a more literate community member would read the 
news in public spaces to the illiterate. The noted Malay author, linguist and critic, Zaba, 
recounted one typical arrangement: 
 
In the afternoon, at the Chinese owned coffee-shop by the roadside, we would see 
someone who was more well versed in reading and writing, like a retired teacher or the 
local headman, who would read the newspaper or magazine, and surrounding him would 
be a small circle of old men, less versed in reading, listening to him in rapt attention, 
asking questions and making comments. (quoted in Hamedi 2002:15) 
 
The printing press therefore, is one enabler of discourse and its ability to print and reprint 
articles centering on certain discourses help to circulate and keep them alive over the decades. As 
we have noticed, the link between Japan and Muslim countries were first propagated by Rashid 
Rida in his Cairo-based Al-Manar, transmitted to Southeast Asia by Al-Imam and kept alive over 
the decades by later periodicals like Genuine Islam82. Thus, when Al-Urwa Al-Wuthqa83, 
reproduced the words of the famed Arabic scholar Butrus al-Bustani that “these days, there are 
people who believe that the illness of nations may be cured with the publication of journals” 
(quoted in Laffan 2003:167), it put in place the relationship between printing, the circulation of 
discourses and the role such discourses play in structuring the realities of Muslim intellectuals 
                                                          
82 This link was broken after the impact and brutality of Japanese Occupation in WW 2. In Foucaldian language, this 
would be an example of an episteme break, where a new way of thinking and looking at reality emerged, because 
the “constituents of the particular forms of knowledge have changed” (Mills 1997:59). For example, in the 1946 
Malay novel Nyawa di Hujung Pedang (Life at Sword’s Edge), gone was the admiration for the Japanese that was 
the hallmark in the earlier decades. The author depicted how, under Japanese Occupation, mosques were used as 
slaughterhouses and alleged that the Japanese’s agenda was to destroy Islam (see Hooker 1999:152). 
 
83 See footnote  No.18. 
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intent on curing the ‘ills’ of their societies; although the self-referential irony present in the 




This chapter has analyzed the simultaneous co-existence of Orientalism and its reverse in 
Al-Imam as well as the characteristics of this co-existence. By creating a division between a 
‘more’ Islamic and ‘less’ Islamic East, Al-Imam essentially represented Islamic linkages between 
the Middle East and Southeast Asia as that of core-periphery. As mentioned earlier, this 
representation is identical to that of Orientalist imaginings which places Southeast Asia as 
peripheral in the overall mapping of Islam vis-à-vis the Middle Eastern countries. This 
representation is particularly problematic as it is also reflected in the academic scholarship on 
Islam. We suggest that one possible alternative to the core-periphery model is by adopting an 

















Chapter 5: Orientalism and Integrative History  
The Malays are located in the periphery of the Muslim world. 
- A.C. Milner 
5.1 Introduction 
 
The motivation behind this chapter is to seek a possible answer to the following question: 
If studies on Islamic linkages between different Muslim societies reflect Orientalist thinking, 
what is a possible alternative that does not suffer from the epistemological and ontological 
problems of Orientalism while providing us with a clear methodology from which we can base 
our analysis? This chapter therefore examines the problems in the core-periphery model that was 
noted in Chapter 4. This model, implicitly or otherwise, frames the way in which the relationship 
between Southeast Asia and the negeri di atas angin are conceptualized and thought of. While 
Chapter 4 has examined how this style of thought is reflected in Al-Imam, this chapter will focus 




Focusing our analysis on the academic scholarship that studies linkages between 
Southeast Asia and Middle East is useful as it enables us to study the problem more coherently 
and in the process allows us to suggest an alternative framework. We suggest that an ‘integrative 
history’ approach can serve as one such alternative. We then adopt this approach by analyzing 
two aspects of Al-Imam –by exploring the origins of the term ‘Pan-Islam’ and by looking at the 
conflation Al-Imam made between being Muslim and being in the East. The aim is to illustrate 
how an integrative history approach can help enrich our understanding of specific features of the 
periodical and indirectly, in the study of Islam. The chapter ends by making some preliminary 
remarks on the implications of the integrative history approach in this field of study. 
 
5.2 Islamic linkages between Southeast Asia and Middle East 
5.2.1 Another spatial distinction: The core-periphery model  
 
In the academic scholarship, the spatial distinction in the core-periphery model places 
Muslim societies in Southeast Asia as peripheries; a cultural and intellectual desert which has to 
be nourished and guided by ideas, developments and intellectual contributions from the Middle 
East. Such thinking is also shared by colonial administrators. For example, the Dutch colonial 
administrator and scholar Snouck Hurgronje “himself did not believe that the region had any 
remarkable centres of Islamic scholarship and science on its own. Rather, he thought that the 
Muslim community in Singapore was ‘nourished’ from the “garbage of the international table” 
(Stauth 1999:71). When discussions turned towards Southeast Asia-South Asia relations, the 
same model was applied. For example, the British colonial administrator Richard Winstedt wrote 
that “with no great exaggeration it may be said of the Malayan races that till the 19th century they 
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owed everything to India: religions, a political system, medieval astrology and medicine, 
literature, arts and crafts” (1944:187). Academics writing during the post-colonial period also 
retained this view. Peacock labels Southeast Asia as a “peripheral region” (1978:2) in his study 
of Islamic revivalism in Singapore in the early 1970s while A.C Milner called the Malays as 
being located in “the periphery of the Muslim world” (1986:117)84. Even works that display a 
consciousness of such problems inevitably slip into using phrases that portrays some Islamic 
areas as backward when compared to the Middle East. For example, although recognizing that 
past works tend to view Islam-West relations as one structured by dependency, Dennerlein and 
Reetz use the term “South-South linkages” to refer to the Asian –African parts of the Muslim 
world (2007:3). The term ‘South-South’ in international relations is widely known to refer to the 
parts of the world that are economically less developed and which need more help in terms of 
trade and aid programs, as compared to the developed ‘North’. Why such terms are used when 
the subject matter is on Islam and its civilization is perplexing, especially since parts of Africa 
can be said to have rich Islamic histories, like Ethiopia. Ultimately however, the use of this 
phrase reveals the implicit bias that within the Muslim world; the Middle East is the ‘North’, as 




The implications of this model are acknowledged by Houben when he notes: “It is 
striking that although Southeast Asia is the most populous Islamic region in the world, within 
                                                          





Islamic studies the region has been perceived as “periphery” and therefore has gained little 
attention” (2003:150).  Houben makes an important point. Only about 20% of the global Muslim 
population lives in the Middle East while 61.9% of Muslims are located in the Asia Pacific 
region85. Furthermore, the growing historical scholarship on Central Asia suggests that 
privileging Middle East as the ‘centre’ obscures the historical role of Central Asia in the 
intellectual flowering of Arab civilization. For example, the Arabs have often been regarded to 
be the founders of algebra and algorithm. In actual fact, the Baghdad-based mathematician who 
founded these fields, Muhammad ibn Musa al-Khorezmi86 (AD 780–850) came from the 
Khorezm region of the Uzbekistan-Turkmenistan border but like many others, were later 
categorized as “Arab scientists”. During the 9th century, the Abassid Caliph Al-Ma’mun ruled for 
years from his preferred palace in Turkmenistan and when he returned to Baghdad, brought 
along with him “the more open and ecumenical values of Central Asia”(see Starr 2010). 
Similarly, Hodgson observes that the tendency to focus on Cairo87 as the centre belies the fact 
that very few men “of all-Islamic influence” were born there (1993:102). Thus, as recently as 
2009, Feener observes:  
 
The academic study of Islam remains plagued by a resilient bias privileging the Middle 
East not only as ‘central’ but also as normative. Such orientations to the study of Islamic 
civilization have had the unfortunate effect of implicitly reducing other regions (even 
                                                          
85
 Sociological Images. “Data on Global Muslim population”. http://contexts.org/socimages/2009/10/08/data-on-
global-muslim-populations.  
 
86 The word ‘algorithm’ comes from a distorted rendering of ‘Khorezmi’ (see Starr 2010). 
87
 Thus, studies on Al-Imam need to be careful not to over-emphasize or generalize the influence Cairo exerted in 
the region, but view such influences in a more circumspect manner. 
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those in large majority populations that have been Muslim for centuries) to the status of 
peripheries. (2009: xiii) 
 
Feener further explains that studies concerned with the Islamization of Southeast Asia 
tend to be discussed in terms of ‘networks’ and origins (or sources of ideas) but end up 
projecting Islam as a “commodity that for some reason, always move eastward towards 
apparently receptive markets in Southeast Asia with little or no discussion of what might have 
been carried in the other direction” (2009: xvi). Feener then argues that given the multiplicity of 
networks that have historically bounded different Muslim societies, it is unlikely that influences 
could have been unidirectional. He then suggests that “perhaps the issue is not that reciprocal 
influences did not exist, but simply that it has not been looked for” (2009: xviii). 
 
5.2.3 A contrarian example: Sekolah Dinijah Puteri 
 
 We have in fact, noted an instance, which has either been overlooked or not looked for, 
where a development in Southeast Asia may have influenced the Middle East. This development 
deals with the introduction of women’s education in Al-Azhar University in Cairo. The source 
comes from the third edition of Hamka’s Ajahku (1963)88.  
 
                                                          
88 Ajahku was first published in 1950. The 2nd edition was published in 1957 and the third edition in 1963. In each 




According to Hamka, the first madrasah catering solely for Muslim girls was started not 
in the Middle East, but in Indonesia. The Sekolah Dinijah Puteri89 (Dinijah School for Girls) was 
started by Rahmah El-Junusijah in Minangkabau in November 192390. The establishment of this 
school was important as it marked the first time that Muslim girls, who were previously formally 
unschooled in Islamic knowledge, were able to participate in formal Islamic education using an 
identical curriculum as that of schools catering only to Muslim boys. In 1955, the then-rector of 
Al-Azhar University, Syeikh Abdurrahman Tadj, visited the school and “was so impressed to see 
this achievement that he frankly admitted that such in-depth Islamic education for Muslim girls 
was lacking not only in Al-Azhar but also in all other Arabic countries” (Hamka 1963: 265). 
Hamka then makes the following statement: “Through a formal invitation, Rahmah visited Cairo 
in 1957 and it was only after the visit that the 1000-years old Al-Azhar set up a women’s wing” 
(1963:266). Hamka later points out that under its new rector, Sheikh Mahmud Shaltut, Al-Azhar 
formally introduced its women’s wing in 1962 (1963:265). 
 
Hamka seems to suggest that Al-Azhar’s introduction of a women’s wing was influenced 
by Abdurrahman Tadj’s visit to the Sekolah Dinijah Puteri in 1955, and Rahmah’s reciprocal 
visit to Al-Azhar in 1957. What is clear however is that the Sekolah Dinijah Puteri was the first 
school catering for girls and that the institution preceded Al-Azhar’s by thirty-nine years. From 
1955 to 1957, there were contacts and visits from both sides, with Abdurrahman Tadj clearly 
expressing approval of Rahmah’s school and his admission that no such institutions existed yet 
                                                          
89 Rahmah El-Junusiah was the sister of Zainuddin Labai El-Junusi. Both siblings were students of Dr Hadji 
Abdulkarim Amrullah, Hamka’s father. In 1932, the Sekolah Dinijah Puteri became a co-ed school. For more 
details, see also Kahin(1999). 
 
90
 Hamka did not mention the date of its establishment.  The establishment date  can be found in  Kahin (1999:80). 
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in the Arab world. What needs to be further studied is whether the setting up of Al-Azhar’s 
women’s wing by Mahmud Shaltut, who was himself a reform-minded scholar, was influenced 
by the experience of his predecessor or took place independent of it. Even if there was no direct 
influence from Minangkabau, Hamka’s account provides clear evidence that there are indeed 
important instances in Southeast Asia in which development of Islamic institutions did not rely 
on precedents, influences or passively following models from the Middle East. Rather, they were 




5.3 Orientalism and its Problems 
 
Hence, an emphasis on the core-periphery model means that contributions from the 
Middle East tend to be over-emphasized. Is this spatial distinction then, an instance of 
Orientalism or Orientalism in reverse? The issue requires further addressing because we have 
earlier defined both concepts with the basis of comparison being the Orient ‘versus’ Occident.  
The core-periphery model, on the other hand, makes a distinction within the Orient.  
 
On balance, we suggest that the core-periphery model is an instance of Orientalism 
because Orientalism is first and foremost concerned with representations (usually negative or 
derogatory) of and about the Orient while Orientalism in reverse projects an image of the Orient 
in empowered and positive terms. Second and more importantly, representation of some parts of 
the Orient as ‘less’ Islamic and ‘inferior’ are shared by Occidentalist writers like Hurgronje and 
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Winstedt; and generally mirrors Orientalist’s representations of an Orient that is in need of 
guidance. In the current context therefore, the periphery ‘resembles’ the Orient while the core 
‘resembles’ the Occident. Orientalism in reverse, on the other hand, while projecting the Orient 
in positive and empowered terms vis-à-vis the West, rarely advocates the need for the Occident 
to be ‘guided’ along the path of ‘betterment’. This is probably because the relationship of power 
between Orient and Occident is asymmetrical as pointed out by Said: “To speak of scholarly 
specialization as a geographical ‘field’ in the case of Orientalism, is fairly revealing since no one 
is likely to imagine a field symmetrical to it called Occidentalism” (1978:50). 
 
Underlying the core-periphery model is a problematic epistemological position –one that 
makes divisions and binary oppositions between Southeast Asia and Middle East. In this 
division, Southeast Asia is seen as incapable of producing its own knowledge –the knowledge 
has to be brought in from the Middle East. Furthermore, Southeast Asian Muslims have to be 
guided by Islamic practices that are deemed to be more ‘correct’ and ‘better’ than what they have 
or have been practicing.  
 
An ontological bias is also present. Southeast Asia, it seems, has no great Islamic 
civilizations when compared to the Arabs, Persians, and Turks; thus the nature of Southeast 
Asian Islamic societies is such that it is ‘naturally’ dependent on the Middle East. Writing on a 
similar problem, this time on scholarship that characterizes Southeast Asia as periphery vis-à-vis 
South Asia, Ali argues that “colonial historians, who from the outset had deemed India and older 
and superior civilization, thus perhaps naturally understood Southeast Asian civilization as 
somehow derivative when evidence of cultural interaction was found. Such conceptions left an 
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enduring legacy on the region’s subsequent historiography” (2009:10). Hence the reflection of 
the core-periphery model in the scholarship likely occurred because writers uncritically adopt a 
long-standing Orientalist understanding of Southeast Asia as ‘naturally’ peripheral in the study 
of Islam. Hodgson for example points out that such distortions “have been caused by the fact that 
western scholars have tended to look at the Islamic world from the standpoint of Cairo” (quoted 
in Hourani 1993:81). Therefore, one implication of this style of thought is that it unwittingly 
imposes a regime of truth that influences how Islamic linkages between Southeast Asia and 
Middle East is studied and understood over the years. 
 
What is needed however are not simply calls to uncover contributions from Southeast 
Asia as this could end up replicating differences again. While useful and important, such calls 
can perhaps lead to a situation whereby some parts of Southeast Asia are seen to be more 
‘Islamic’ than other parts because they have contributed ‘more’ to the development of Islam. 
Such calls do not represent any advancement to the current problem as it is still embedded in 
divisions and differences. 
 
Perhaps one possible starting point is to be aware of the epistemological and ontological 
problems of Orientalism and suggest alternatives that do not share these problems. By looking at 
the heart of the problem, alternatives that are suggested could serve as more effective and 
enduring frameworks. The next section will briefly discuss some alternatives to the ontological 
and epistemological problems of Orientalism.  
 
5.4 The search for alternatives 
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5.4.1 Objectivity and self-reflexivity 
 
One option is to suggest that the researcher be more self-reflexive. This suggestion, while 
useful, is limiting since it does not propose a better framework that can generate new insights. 
Furthermore, being self-reflexive and aware of biases should be a consistent call in scholarship, 
rather than one specific to the study of Islam. Another related alternative is to suggest that 
scholars and intellectuals be ‘neutral’ and therefore ‘objective’ in their scholarship. In the 
sociology of knowledge, this is encapsulated in Karl Mannheim’s famous phrase of the “the free 
floating intellectuals”. 
 
 One of Mannheim’s key contributions to the discipline he founded was to expand on 
Marx’s concept of ideology to include those who assert it (Ricoeur 1987: 159). If thought is 
bounded up by social existence, as according to Mannheim’s sociology of knowledge, then it 
raises the issue of objectivity. Mannheim tries to address the problem of objectivity by 
introducing the idea of the ‘free floating intellectuals’ –intellectuals who are only loosely 
bounded in a specific stratum in society. However, Mannheim never developed this idea 
fruitfully. In fact, one of the key problems that prevented the sociology of knowledge from 
flourishing has to do with the unresolved problem of objectivity of thought, as Edward Shils 
points out: 
 
Since it’s a denial of the sociology of the constitution of intellectual activity to regard 
such activity as having no character other than that imposed on it by the social situation 
of those engaged in it, serious sociologists who began it in good faith would surely have 
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seen through it. How could one study any object and try to discover the truth about it if, 
from the very beginning, one was convinced that one’s conclusions were inevitably 
determined not by the application of criteria of truth to carefully observed evidence but 
rather by one’s own social circumstances, such as class position?” (1974:86) 
 
Said himself was aware of this problem when he said, “no one ever devised a method for 
detaching the scholar from his circumstances of life, from the fact of his involvement(conscious 
or unconscious) with a class, a set of beliefs, a social position, or from the mere activity of being 
a member of society” (quoted in Chaibong 2000:104). Similarly, Turner also points out that “at 
one level, therefore, Said is forced to offer the hope of spiritual detachment and generosity which 
will be sufficient to generate a new vision of the Middle East which has jettisoned the ideological 
premises of Orientalism” (1994:28). Hence, calls for the sociologists to be neutral and objective 
are of limited efficacy since there is no solid methodological framework in place to assure 
neutrality and objectivity. 
 
5.4.2  Orientalism in reverse 
 
The second alternative is more reactionary and involves shifting to the other 
epistemological extreme. According to this approach, since Western scholars have incorporated 
their biases when studying Islam, the Islamic or indigenous point of view should be privileged 
because they are ‘correct’ (see also Alatas 2006). As discussed earlier, this is known as reverse 
Orientalism. Not only is reverse Orientalism anti-humane and anti-intellectual, it conflates 
Orientalism with the West. The thinking adopted is that the production of knowledge from the 
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West on Islam must necessarily be biased. Hence, what reverse Orientalism essentially does is to 
replace one type of prejudice with another (Turner 2000:373). 
 
5.4.3 Epistemologically defeatist 
 
The third approach is to adopt an epistemologically defeatist position. This approach 
takes the position that there are no other epistemological alternatives to Orientalism other than 
reverse Orientalism. Stuck with this alternative, Asian scholars should consciously embrace it as 
it can be a source of empowerment for Asian societies. The difference between this third 
approach and the second one is that while proponents of the second approach may not be aware 
of the problems reverse Orientalism pose to scholarship and may in fact truly believe in the 
‘superiority’ of the indigenous point of view, proponents of the third approach are conscious of 
the problems of reverse Orientalism but dismisses them as irrelevant when compared to the 
‘bigger picture’. In order to illustrate the third approach, we will analyze a paper by the South 
Korean academic Hahm Chaibong (2000). Chaibong’s paper is particularly interesting because 
his position reflects not only the problem of reverse Orientalism and its impact on scholarship, 
but also the problem of self-reflexivity. 
 
5.4.4 An example: Confucian Capitalism and Democracy 
 
Chaibong defends terms such as ‘Confucian Capitalism’ and ‘Confucian Democracy’ that 
were used to explain the impressive economic growth of East Asian economies like Taiwan, 
Singapore and South Korea in the 1990s. He explains that although such terms create 
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dichotomies between East and West, no better alternatives exist. He argues that an alternative 
approach is to adopt the perspective of the ‘outsider’ looking ‘into’ society or in other words, 
adopting the anthropological gaze whereby one treats one’s societies as “strange and as 
characterized by a profound otherness” (Turner 2000:374). This, Chaibong disagrees, claiming 
that adopting the ‘outsider’ perspective means subscribing to a Western discourses because “the 
desire to get outside is itself a typically Western ideal, at least since Plato” (2000:103). 
Furthermore, Chaibong points out that Said himself never “show[ed] how it is possible to 
overcome Orientalism” (2000:104). Lastly, Chaibong dismisses criticisms that terms like 
‘Confucian Capitalism’ suffer from reverse Orientalism. He argues that while epistemologically 
true, politically however, they are important and useful because “political opposition and 
empowerment comes not from deconstructing the discursive practices and the dichotomies that 
they have been built upon but by embracing it by reversing the order” (2000:104). Chaibong 
concludes by arguing that “the sense of their appropriateness comes from the political and 
economic situation we find ourselves in, not an epistemological one” (2000:107). He precedes 
his conclusion by noting: 
 
Our task, as non-Western intellectuals criticizing the west-centric, logocentric, 
phallogocentric discourses, is not an epistemological one but a political one. We need to 
find out actual prejudices, repressions, and oppressions, write about them and criticize 
them. We cannot hide behind and epistemological position which would criticize all such 





There are several problems in Chaibong’s argument. First, he rejects the merits of the 
anthropological gaze solely on the grounds that it has Western origins. Just because an idea 
originates from the West does not mean that it must be tainted by Orientalist thinking. Second, 
Chaibong takes a defeatist attitude towards the existence of epistemological alternatives. Just 
because Said did not propose any alternatives to Orientalism does not mean that alternatives do 
not exist. Although Said’s seminal work is a major contribution in the study of Orientalism, the 
field does not rest on the contributions of Said alone, but a long line of scholars who interprets, 
critique and build upon Said’s original insights. Third, by claiming that Confucian related 
discourse like “Confucian democracy” is a “natural and accurate reflection of the political and 
economic transformation” that East Asia has undergone in the past few decades, he adopts a 
reductionist stance in explaining a highly complex phenomenon. Even politically, such terms are 
arguable since Muslim majority Malaysia also prospered economically alongside Singapore, 
Taiwan and South Korean during the same period but would not consider itself a Confucian 
society. 
 
The key problem here is Chaibong’s dismissal of the epistemological concerns 
surrounding such ideas by emphasizing instead its political utility. This dismissal is based on his 
defeatist attitude towards the existence of epistemological alternatives, his tendency to equate 
any Western derived ideas as problematic and his emphasis on the political utility of such terms 
as a response against the ‘West’. At times, Chaibong projects the air of an Asian activist rallying 





Equally important to note is that Chaibong exerts his self-reflexiveness through his 
awareness that terms such as “Confucian Democracy’ has been criticized for suffering from 
reverse Orientalism. This self-reflexivity however did not lead to an abandonment of the 
framework. Rather, it led to its embracement as a method of empowerment. This example shows 
a weakness in calls to be ‘self-reflexive’. The implicit assumption in calls for self reflexivity is 
the hope that the researcher becomes aware of the biases of Orientalism (and reverse 
Orientalism), and avoid them. However, self-reflexivity can also work the other way- by 
acknowledging the bias but embracing it still by emphasizing its political aspects. 
 
5.5 A focus on continuity, interdependence and similarity 
 
An alternative to Orientalism requires a framework which moves away from divisions 
like East/West, Orient/Occident, ‘less’ Islamic, ‘more’ Islamic and so on;  suggestions that are 
vague, such as aiming for objectivity and self-reflexivity; and subscribing to epistemological 
positions that exclusively privileges the indigenous perspective and end up reproducing similar 
divisions. Thus, Turner asserts that although Said’s work is conceptually based on Foucault and 
that the Foucaldian notion of discourse does not unambiguously lend itself to formulating viable 
alternatives,91 there is still a need to strive to search for “a more positive and less pessimistic 
outcome to the critique of Orientalism” (2000:371). 
 
There could be two inter-related intellectual responses to this problem. First, Orientalism 
uses language to divide the world into East and West, ‘less’ Islamic versus ‘more’ Islamic and so 
                                                          
91 According to Turner, “a pessimistic reading of Foucault would suggest that the alternative to an oriental discourse 
would simply be another discourse which would incorporate yet another expression of power” (2000:371). 
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on (Leo 1985:7), such that one half of the relationship is seen to be more unique or ‘better’ than 
the other half. But language is also organized not only in terms of differences, but sameness 
(Turner 1994:47). Hence Turner suggests that instead of focusing on difference, one should 
focus on sameness, “or those features which unite rather than divide them, or at least those 
ambiguous cultural overlap between them” (1994:47). Turner was specifically referring to the 
study of Christianity and Islam and the potential to study their ‘sameness’ due to their similar 
Semitic-Abrahamic roots, but his suggestion on the need to focus on sameness and unity is, we 
feel, equally valid as a general response against Orientalism. Second, Islamic debates and issues 
should be studied and understood in a “deeply global context” that locates them within the 
“interpenetration of the world system” (Turner 1994:49). In other words, a world-history 
approach that looks at common patterns across both Islamic and non-Islamic societies is needed 
to counter the divisive core-periphery approach in Orientalist thinking. This approach prevents a 
study of Islamic debates and issues from being robbed of their complex matrix of influences92. 
 
Said in fact, has a similar idea in mind when, during one interview, he reflects on the 
broader, philosophical issues brought forth by Orientalism: 
 
It’s impossible to talk about the sides of the opposition between Oriental and Occidental 
separately. I talk about what I call overlapping areas of experience. The whole point is 
that imperialism was not of one side only, but of two sides, and the two are always 
involved in each other. In order to understand it, you have to have this concept of 
overlapping histories –interdependent histories, I call them. That’s the only way to talk 
                                                          
92
 At the same time, we acknowledge that these two responses are also not without its flaws. For example, a world 
history approach has at times been criticized for sacrificing details in favor of grand narratives (Pomper 1995:3). 
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about liberation, decolonization and the integrative view, rather than the separatist one.  
I’m totally against separatism. (2000:220) 
 
As averred to earlier, we have suggested that an integrative history can serve as an 
alternative framework in studying such ‘interdependent histories’. This is because this concept 
integrates a world historical approach with a focus on ‘sameness’ and interdependence. It also 
contains a clear methodological framework. The next section discusses the concept in detail, its 
application in two aspects of Al-Imam to illustrate its use and the implications in the study of 
Islamic connections between various societies. 
5.6 Integrative history 
 
The term ‘integrative history’ was first coined by the late American philologist and 
historian Joseph Fletcher in 1985 in an attempt to address the question as to whether there is an 
early modern history. By ‘early modern history’, Fletcher is referring to the time period of 1500-
1800. Substantively, he wants to inquire whether the histories of seemingly unrelated societies in 
different parts of the world during this period had any interconnections, links and continuities 
(Fletcher 1985 [1995]:1). Fletcher’s approach can be said to have its intellectual genesis in the 
scholarship of the noted world historian Marshall Hodgson whose seminal paper about four 
decades ago posited the importance of acknowledging that “the destinies of the various sections 
of mankind began to be interrelated long before the 20th century, with its global wars and cold 
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wars; or even the 19th century, the century of European hegemony (1963:227). However, studies 
adopting this approach remain under-utilized in the literature93. 
 
Methodologically, an integrative history framework needs to be aware of two aspects – 
interconnections and horizontal continuities. Fletcher defines ‘interconnections’ as “historical 
phenomena in which there is contact linking two or more societies; as for example the spread of 
an idea, institution, religion or the carrying out of a significant amount of trade between 
societies” (Fletcher 1985 [1995]:2, emphasis mine). ‘Horizontal continuity’, on the other hand, 
refers to an “economic, social or cultural historical phenomenon experienced by two or more 
societies between which there is not necessarily any communication”. For an event to be deemed 
a horizontal continuity it must be caused by the same factor (Fletcher 1985 [1995]:2). For 
example, a population loss suffered by two separate societies at the same period is an instance of 
horizontal continuity only if the loss is caused by the same factor (for example cholera); 
otherwise these are just parallel events. Furthermore, evidence of interconnection does not imply 
horizontal continuity and vice versa. As Fletcher puts it: 
 
However beautiful the mosaic of specific studies that make up the "discipline" of history 
may be, without a macrohistory, a tentative general schema of the continuities, or at least, 
parallelisms in history, the full significance of the historical peculiarities of a given 
society cannot be seen...Integrative history is the search for, and description and 
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passed away before he could elaborate on the approach in detail. His paper outlining this approach was published 
posthumously. Alatas (1997) mentions the utility of this approach in the study of Islamization of Southeast Asia. 
Frank’s(1998) fascinating reassessment of world economic history during 1400 to 1800  as one primarily driven by 
Asia is most likely the first work which adopts this approach as its main framework. 
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explanation of such interrelated historical phenomena. Its methodology is conceptually 
simple, if not easy to put into practice: first one searches for historical parallelisms 
(roughly contemporaneous similar developments in the world's various societies), and 
then one determines whether they are causally interrelated. (1985 [1995]:3-4) 
 
Fletcher utilizes the term from a world history perspective. His concern revolves around 
the parochial and at times Eurocentric perspectives that exist in the discipline of history in which 
“historians are alert to vertical continuities (for example, the persistence of tradition) but blind to 
horizontal ones” (1985:39). The implication of this neglect is that it tends to deemphasize or 
ignore the role played by Eastern civilizations in world history.  
 
An example of an integrative history approach can be provided in the analysis of the 
silver and gold market in the 16th century. The rise of silver in the world commodities market in 
this period was primarily driven by Japan and China, the former being the world’s biggest 
exporter of silver and the latter, the world’s biggest consumer. Western texts, however, tend to 
emphasize the “eight or so Dutch ships that docked in Japan each year” when China was sending 
at least 80 junks every year. This had a further and more important implication. The demand for 
silver in China during the 16th century was so high that it outstripped the demand for gold, such 
that the gold-silver exchange rate was almost twice in China than in Europe. This means that 
European traders received about double the amount of gold for the same amount of silver in the 
Chinese market. This allowed European merchants and trading companies like the East India 
Company to make big profit margins in the silver trade in China; profits which sustained and 
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helped balanced the costs or losses incurred in their trading activities in other parts of the world 
(Frank 1998: 112-114).  
 
The failure to take into account such horizontal continuities however means that a 
reading of world economic history tends to emphasize the role of the West over the East while 
ignoring the interconnections between different and seemingly ‘unrelated’ societies and how 
they respond and deal with a similar economic force, which in this case was the rise of silver as a 
commodity. Hence, Alatas succinctly explains that “the attention to historical parallels and 
interconnections can in turn provide explanations for events in particular regions or societies that 
were wrongly thought to be unique and confined to a certain area” (1997:25).  
 
In what ways can integrative history serve as a ‘correction’ to works that tend to replicate 
Orientalist thinking? First, a focus on interconnections and horizontal continuities mean that an 
emphasis is placed on discovering conceptual unities. By looking at and for conceptual unities, 
we are engaging in a process of looking for common patterns across both Muslim and non-
Muslim societies in a historically grounded manner. This move us away from Orientalist thinking 
that tends to place an emphasis on divisions and differences (cf Turner 1994) and one which 
operates on the narrow assumption that some societies are merely ‘dependents’, as underlined by 
the core-periphery model. A search for ‘sameness’ further implies that the spatial and temporal 
distinctions inherent in Orientalism (as well as its reverse), which are utilized to create binary 
oppositions between modern/primitive and superior/inferior and so on are replaced by the search 
for spatial and temporal connections and parallels. In the study of Islamic linkages between 
various Muslim societies, the focus of analysis therefore shifts (or expands) from examining only 
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chains of transmission or influences into looking at the kind of similar forces which different 
societies were responding to at the same period. Ultimately, this helps to flesh out in full 
significance historical events deemed unique or confined to a specific society.  Lastly, the 
methodological premise of the concept as outlined by Fletcher earlier is both simple and clear to 
follow.  
 
The next section will apply the concept of integrative history in two aspects of Al-Imam 
–by analyzing the term Pan-Islam’ and by looking at the conflation between religion and the East 
on a broader level. We will end the section by making some preliminary remarks on the 
implications of the concept in the study of linkages between different societies. 
 
5.7 The concept of Pan-Islam from an integrative history perspective 
 
In Chapter 1, we have pointed out that the concept of Pan-Islam is both too vague and 
broad to be analytically useful. In fact, the problems surrounding the concept are deeper. As we 
shall argue shortly, the concept is a clear example in which a rich and complex phenomenon that 
has parallels in non-Muslim societies responding to similar forces has been conceptually deflated 
and cut off from its origins such that it acquires features which makes it seemingly unique to 
Islam and Islam only.  
 
According to Lee, the term Pan-Islam was most likely derived from the term Pan-
Slavism, a phrase that had already been circulating in Europe since the middle of the 19th century 
(Lee 1942:280) Pan-Slavism was a nationalist movement that called for the political unity of the 
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Slavs people in areas like present day Balkans, Russia, Poland and Czech Republic. One key aim 
was to end the oppression of the Balkan Slavs, whom for centuries, had been ruled by first the 
Austria-Hungary Empire and later the Ottomans. Although aspects of what would constitute a 
movement began to emerge in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, the first Pan-Slavic 
Congress took place in Bohemia, Prague in 1848. The Congress ended in violence and resulted 
in the imposition of martial law in Bohemia (see Evans 2006). 
 
The timing of the Congress was significant. In European history, 1848 is sometimes 
known as the ‘Year of Revolution’. This was the year where a series of revolutions occurred in 
different parts of Europe, including the French Revolution of 1848, which toppled the monarchy 
(see Rapport 2008). Some of the revolutions that took place in Europe that year occurred through 
an alignment or attempted unification of various groups based on a shared identity, like race. For 
example, there were attempts at unifying the various German-speaking states in 1848, although 
this succeeded only in 1871 (Simpson & Jones 2000:150). This suggested that when European 
writers first began to use the term Pan Islam, they were drawing parallels from some of these 
political upheavals occurring in Europe and what they saw was happening in some Muslim 
societies. 
 
 In fact, there is scope to make a reasonable assumption that the Pan-Slavic movement 
was not the only event that could have inspired the term. It could have also been influenced by 
the Pan-German movement, although Lee did not make this connection. This is likely when we 
note that the first recorded instance of the use of ‘Pan Islam’ occurred in 1876, from a German 
writer by the name of Franz Von Werner. Von Werner briefly described that a political party in 
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Turkey had ‘Pan-Islamism in its program’94 (Lee 1942:280). As mentioned earlier, German 
nationalists and intellectuals were grappling with the issue of German unity during this period 
and in 1871, a German empire uniting the different German speaking states were formed under 
the leadership of Wilhelm the First. Similar to the Pan-Slavic movement, the Pan-German 
movement had, as its motif, the defense of all German people then scattered in various states 
against the Austro-Hungarian Empire (Colquhoun 1906:856). Again, it was likely that Von 
Werner was drawing parallels with what occurred in Germany and to what he saw occurring in 
some Islamic communities. 
 
In English meanwhile, the first recorded use of the term was by the Hungarian Orientalist 
Arminius Vámbéry in a letter to the British newspaper, The Daily Telegraph, dated December 3, 
1877. In this letter, Vámbéry wrote that “the Moslem population of India, amongst whom Pan 
Islamistic ideas are spreading from day to day, will not remain inactive in the future should the 
Christian West continue to indulge in the sport of modern crusades”(Lee 1942:280). Thus, 
similar to the Pan-Slavic and Pan-German movements, Pan-Islam has its roots in the defense of a 
united group of people dispersed geographically against a common, overwhelming threat. It was 
essentially, a political movement. 
 
The roots of Pan-Islam were political in the sense that it was geared towards creating a 
balance of power at a time of increasing militarization of world politics. For example, by uniting 
the previously disparate German people together under one empire, the ability of the Austro-
Hungarian empire to unilaterally exert its force on individual German states was curbed. 
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 The exact German phrase was ‘die den Pan-Islamismus in ihr Programm aufgenommen hat’ (Lee 1942:280). 
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Similarly, the move by Sultan Abdul Hamid II to position himself as Caliph for all Muslims 
meant that resources from different Muslim communities outside the Ottoman Empire could be 
funneled into a centre, thereby increasing the authority and prestige of the Sultan vis-à-vis the 
Western powers. It also theoretically meant that independent and smaller Muslim kingdoms too 
weak to fight off Western imperialism could seek the status of vassal states under the protection 
of the Ottomans.95 Thus Keddie notes that Pan-Islam was modern in the sense that it resembled 
nationalist movements that was “primarily a reaction to Western imperialism” and had little 
resemblance to “older Islamic feelings” that called for the unity of Muslims, although on the 
surface, the language of Pan-Islam was couched in this way (1969:18). 
 
That Pan-Islam had a more politico-strategic rather than religious origin could be further 
observed when we study the role of the British. The British was well aware that its empire had a 
sizeable Muslim population. Al-Imam was also aware of this fact, and in one of its editions, 
reproduced an article from an English writer by the name of D. J. Corbett who noted that the 
British Empire was technically “the largest Muslim government.96” From the middle to the late 
19th century, the British encouraged Sultan Abdul Hamid II claims as Caliph since a recognized 
Caliphate could serve as a bulwark against Russia’s expansion into Central Asia, which was 
predominantly Muslim. Furthermore, by cultivating friendly relations with the Caliph, the British 
could “admonish their forty million Moslems to be loyal to the government which was the 
Caliph’s friend” (Lee 1942:285). Even when shifting public opinion back in England prevented 
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 This however did not occur in reality because the Ottoman Empire was, by late 19th century, too weak to exert any 
meaningful authority. Hence the unsuccessful pleas by some Muslims in Southeast Asia that the Sultan intervened 
against the Dutch on behalf of the Acehnese (see Reid 1967). 
 
96 Salinan (Reproduction). Vol. 2, No.6. December 1907. 
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the British from openly supporting Constantinople against Russia, British diplomats continue to 
support the Sultan by emphasizing the religious unity of Islam (Lee 1942:285).  
 
From 1878 onwards however, probably because of deteriorating relations with the Sultan, 
the British policy towards Abdul Hamid II turned hostile and Pan-Islam was now viewed 
negatively (cf Lee 1942). Thus, the British reacted with glee when the Sultan’s status was 
downgraded to that of a constitutional monarchy in 1908 following the Young Turk’s 
Revolution. In a confidential dispatch to the British Foreign Office in September 1908, the 
British diplomat Sir Gerard Lowther wrote: “Not the least important of the changes attendant 
upon the relegation of the Sultan to the position of Constitutional Sovereign is the downfall of 
the fabric, so sedulously labored at by Abdul Hamid for so many years, of Pan-Islamism.”97 By 
1908, not only was Pan-Islam seen as a nuisance, all traces of the British’s role in cultivating and 




In tracing the origins of the concept of Pan-Islam during the late 19th century, we 
observed a common pattern between societies that does not seem related. Pan-Islam, Pan-Slavic 
and the Pan-German movements are horizontally continuous phenomena that took place in the 
same period, in societies (both Islamic and non-Islamic) responding to similar forces. All these 
movements were political in the sense that they were responding to threats from various empires 
                                                          




and military powers by appealing to specific forms of a common racial or religious identity. Our 
discussion however is necessarily limited and more research is needed to fully comprehend the 
dynamics, complexity and origins of Pan-Islam. Such research should also move away from 
looking at the phenomenon in isolation or in terms of the ‘Islamic threat’. Rather, it should be 
studied as a development that has its parallels in other non-Muslim societies; and then 
abstracting the common social, economic and political forces that led to their emergence. Within 
the confines of this paper however, the discussion is sufficient to make our point. 
 
Furthermore, when we view a movement, idea or group in terms of ‘Pan-Islam’, we risk 
viewing such phenomena as something ‘unique’ or ‘peculiar’ only to Islam. On the other hand, 
we do not often call similar movements or ideas in other world religions as Pan-Christian, Pan-
Judaism or Pan-Hinduism. In the case of Christianity for example, the more neutral sounding 
‘ecumenism’ rather than Pan-Christian is used to refer to attempts to foster greater unity within 
the different Christian denominations and churches. Studying Pan-Islam in this manner  however 
allow us to focus on conceptual unities –in  this case, the role of  “imagined communities” in 
creating trans-geographic alliances during a period of increasing militarization of world politics. 
Overall, it also implies that we are more conscious of the fact that Pan-Islam was not somehow 
unique to Islam, although the connotations in the concept presently suggest so.  
 
5.8 Religion as a marker of Eastern superiority 
 
Another aspect of Al-Imam we would be looking at from an integrative history approach 
is the conflation between being Muslim and being in the East. The association between religion 
103 
 
and the East has its parallels, in the same period, in events occurring in India, Japan and China. 
Due to space limitations, we will focus only on events in India and Japan. 
 
In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, there were attempts by Indian and Japanese 
intellectuals to ‘revalue’ the idea of the East through the currency of religion. The aim of this 
intellectual re-thinking of the East was to resist the European idea of the East as weak and 
inferior. Furthermore, it was aimed at putting the East on an equal footing with the West by 
reclaiming its ‘heritage’ and challenging “the European definition of civilization as something 
only her own” (Kausikan 1976:151). In India for instance, the idea of a “spiritual East” was the 
most influential idea about the East during this period (Kausikan 1976:151). This was advanced 
by influential Indian thinkers like the Hindu reformer Rammohun Roy (1774-1833) and the 
mystic Keshub Chunder Sen (1838-1884). Sen for instance, had argued in an 1883 lecture that 
“the East is emphatically the Holy Land…It is un-Asiatic not to know God. Verily there is 
nothing secular in Asia” (Hay 1970:22). 
 
But it was the poet Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) however, whose ideas of a spiritual 
Asia created the deepest impact and received the widest of audiences, not just in India but in 
Japan, especially after he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1913. As an adolescent, 
Tagore had reflected deeply about the decline of Indian civilization. Hay notes that one of 
Tagore’s earliest poems deals with “pride in the ancient civilization of India, coupled with 
sorrow at its decline in more recent times” (1970:20). In this regard, Tagore shared the same 




In a lecture at Tokyo Imperial University while on a visit to Japan in 1916, Tagore 
emphasizes the ‘spirituality’ of Asia and its contribution to human civilization: “For centuries we 
did hold the torches of civilization in the East when the West slumbered in darkness” (quoted in 
Hay 1970:15). Recall the similarity of this idea with that of Al-Imam’s, which, in 1908 also 
noted that “in the past, the East was a place whose light showered the rest of the world with 
knowledge”98. Tagore emphasizes the same theme in a 1924 speech in Calcutta: 
 
I feel that Asia must find her own voice. Simply because she has remained silent for so 
long the whole world is suffering. The West has got no voice. She has given us nothing 
that could save us – that which gives immortality. She has given us science – great gift no 
doubt –which has its special value, but nothing that can give us life after death. (quoted in 
Hay 1970:12, emphasis mine) 
 
Similarly in Japan, the idea of an Asia that is ‘spiritual’ found its expression in the works 
of the Japanese intellectual and art historian Okakura Kakuza (1862-1914), who was also one of 
Tagore’s closest friend (Kausikan 1977:159). In 1903, Kokura had published his work, The 
Ideals of the East, where he had pointed out that “Asia is one” and that unlike the West, who 
“love to dwell on the Particular, and to search out the means, not the end, of life”, Asia inherits 
the love for the “Ultimate and Universal…enabling them to produce all the great religions of the 
world” (Kokura 1903[1997]:1). Kokura then calls for a “Pan-Asian revival based on a return to 
the religion and cultural unity ascribed to the period when Indian influence spread to China and 
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Japan” (Kausikan 1977: 160). Here, Kokura was referring to the spread of Buddhism from India, 
to China and Japan. 
 
Hence, when we place Al-Imam within the broader intellectual climate of the East in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries, we observe that the re-evaluation and calls for a revival of the 
East through religion is not unique to Muslim intellectuals. Future studies could take the next 
steps for further analysis: Since we have shown the existence of parallels, we must then 
demonstrate if these events are coincidences or causally interrelated. Second, if there is causality, 
what could be the common demographic, economic, political and social forces to which these 
societies were experiencing or responding to? To suggest that such calls are typical 
characteristics of colonized societies reflecting back at a time when their civilizations were once 
mighty could be erroneous because it does not explain why Japanese intellectuals, living in a 
society that was never colonized but in fact was slowly rising as a global military power were 
expressing similar ideas, long before Japan had a coherent Pan-Asian policy that sought to 
strategically tap the goodwill of Muslim societies. 
 
5.9        Implications: Some Preliminary Remarks 
 
What are some of the implications in applying the concept of integrative history in the 
scholarship? First, there is a need to move beyond a unidirectional chain of analysis in which 
Islam, paraphrasing Feener earlier, acts like a commodity that moves only to needy Eastern 
markets. At the same time, the level of analysis has to be raised from a society-centred approach 
to that of world historical approach. This means that, as Turner points out earlier, Islamic debates 
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and issues have to be seen in deeply global contexts, and not viewed as existing within Islamic 
societies only. For example, as we have shown earlier, Pan-Islam was not unique to Islam, but 
was a horizontally continuous event that is ‘shared’ by some parts of Europe in the middle to late 
19th century. 
 
Second, an emphasis on horizontal continuities and interconnections lead us to a focus on 
looking for conceptual unities as the starting point for analysis. When conceptual unities are 
found, the question to ask is –what are the common demographic, economic, political and social 
forces to which these societies were experiencing or responding to? This differs from the existing 
approach where the starting point for an explanation of an occurrence in Southeast Asia is to be 
‘found’ in the Middle East (or to some extent South Asia). The existing approach therefore 
neglects to uncover the various forces that unite seemingly unrelated Islamic and non Islamic 
societies but instead studies linkages from a narrow, one-dimensional manner. 
 
To incorporate non-Islamic societies in the study of Islamic linkages seemed counter-
intuitive on the surface. However, not doing so means that the scholarship already assumes from 
the very beginning that developments in Islam are insulated from developments in broader world 
history and misses out the complex matrix of influences that underlie Islamic issues and debates. 
For example, the current furor in Malaysia over the use of the word ‘Allah’ by Catholics masked 
a past that was plural and marked by interconnections. For example, early Christian missionary 
activities in Singapore and Malaya were facilitated by the well-known Indian Muslim, Abdullah 
Munshi, who helped translate Bibles into Malay (see Gallop 1996). Furthermore, in its three 
years of existence, Al-Imam never took a reactionary or hostile stance against Christian 
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missionary activities. One article in fact actively sought for a new version of a bible that was said 
to have been published in England so that its contents could be studied and compared with old 
Bible versions99. Lastly, while we are aware that ideas such as nationalism and socialism which 
has its roots in Europe are not thought of to be unique to these societies, we are still constraint by 
looking at events or phenomena in Islamic societies as uniquely Islam with little or no attempts 
to develop a comparative perspective that aims to find parallels or interconnections with non-
Muslim societies. 
 
Lastly, integrative history necessarily requires a multi-disciplinary approach to a field 
that is dominated by sociologists, historians and to some extent political scientists (cf Alatas 
2006). Insights from social demography and economics are needed to make sense of some 
aspects of the field. For example, if Islam spreads to Southeast Asia chiefly through trade, did 
periods of trade boom and decline in world history ‘affect’ the Islamization process? Economic 




This chapter has argued that the core-periphery model is an instance of Orientalism, 
which makes epistemological and ontological divisions between Southeast Asia and Middle East. 
It then suggested that integrative history can serve as one possible framework because it avoids 
the problems of Orientalism while providing a clear methodology to work on. The concept is 
then applied in two aspects of Al-Imam and the chapter concludes by making some preliminary 
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remarks on the implications of integrative history in the study of Islamic connections between 







Chapter 6: Conclusion 
If we agree that a study of social change broadly deals with issues such as the alteration 
or attempts to alter social structures like cultural symbols and value systems, within a socio-
political milieu that was itself undergoing transformation, then a study of Al-Imam inevitably 
constitutes a study of social change in early 20th century Malay society. More specifically, we 
have adopted the approach of examining styles of thought and positioning Al-Imam as a text 
produced by the Orient during colonialism and one influenced by developments in various parts 
of the world. In doing so, we are able to show the complex co-existence of both Orientalism and 
its reverse in the periodical. This serves as a correction to previous works that tend to 
unproblematically refer to Al-Imam as ‘Pan-Islamic’, ‘reformist’ and erroneously ‘anti-colonial’. 
Our analysis ultimately fleshes out a more nuanced and complex understanding of Al-Imam than 




 On a broader level, this approach has two implications. First, instead of simply studying 
old Malay/Islamic texts during the colonial period as being reformist, traditionalist, revivalist and 
so on, a more sensitive rendering of these texts should try to move away from such vague and 
problematic terms. Instead, an approach that focuses on styles of thought and linking them to the 
broader societal and trans-societal concerns of the time can provide a more nuanced 
understanding of such texts. An example of such a method is the sociology of knowledge 
approach as crystallized by Mannheim’s concepts of ideology and utopia, an approach which has 
been utilized previously by Shaharuddin (2001) and Alatas (2005). This study shows a second 
approach, by adopting the framework of Orientalism and Orientalism in reverse. 
 
Furthermore, we have pointed out that the co-existence of Orientalism and its reverse in 
Al-Imam is characterized by three features. First, it made both spatial and temporal distinctions 
between Orient and Occident. Also, not only did the Occident feel that the Orient was backward, 
there was also an internal dynamic within the Orient which viewed some parts of the Orient as 
more backward than other parts.  
 
Calls for Japan to convert to Islam and lead an ‘Islamic’ East are the second feature of 
this co-existence.  The positioning of Japan as a savior crystallizes Al-Imam’s belief of an East 
(and in particular Malaya) that was backward and less superior, and one which needed ‘external’ 
help. While in this instance, it displays the classic features of Orientalist thinking, it also at once 
diverges to the other opposite by insisting on the merits of a Japanese conversion to Islam.  The 
fascination Al-Imam had towards Japan makes ‘sense’ when we analyze this aspect of Al-Imam 
in terms of discourse. As a discourse, the idea of Japan as a savior imposed a regime of truth that 
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structured the reality of not only Muslim intellectuals in Singapore and Malaya until the 1930s, 
but also members of the Riau monarchy.  The story of Al-Imam therefore is a microcosm of the 
broader and tragic story of the fascination, at times heady optimism but often futile engagements 
of Muslim intellectuals with Japan during the late 19th and early 20th centuries as they struggled 
with their visions of modernity, before the brutality of the Japanese Occupation during WW II 
created an episteme break and terminated such visions.  
 
Finally, this co-existence contains a conflicting imperative in the form of ambivalence. 
Perhaps the key advantage of looking at this co-existence in terms of conflicting imperatives is 
the possibility it raises for generating hypotheses.  For example, in the study of Al-Imam, one 
important question that has not been raised or answered is this: Why did Al-Imam, despite its 
innovatory character, influence and widespread reach, failed to develop any semblance of a 
broad based social movement that challenged the religious orthodoxy which the periodical kept 
attacking as the cause of Malay backwardness?  
 
One possible answer centres on the resolution of ambivalence. According to Gould, when 
there is a conflicting imperative, there will be attempts to resolve these tensions and 
contradictions. The process of resolution results in change or creates “dynamic implications” 
(1998:442). Our hypothesis is that a group founded on a contradiction or ambivalence needs to 
develop processes or avenues to convert such ambivalences into “univalent preferences” 
(Smelser 1998:12) or else it will not be able to mobilize support and effectively translate its ideas 
into action.  Al-Imam failed to do convert its ideas, which were ambivalent, into clear, univalent 
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preferences and this could be why a social movement incorporating different classes in society 
and one centering on ‘reformist ideas’ did not develop in Malaya or Singapore at this time. 
 
This hypothesis seems to be plausible when we recall that the only effective mass 
movement in Malaya that successfully met its objective of overthrowing the current order was 
one based on Malay nationalism. This movement offered its members with the clear, univalent 
promise of independence against the British based on undisputed symbols of ‘Malayness’ (cf 
Roff 1967). Our hypothesis however needs to be supported by more research and if supported, 
the next step would be initiating attempts towards generalization by looking at similar Islamic 
‘reformist’ groups in various parts of the Muslim world. 
 
  At the same time, the study of Al-Imam is also a study of the “human tendency” to create 
exclusionary and imaginative geographies (cf Said 1978), by setting up oppositions between  
ideas like East and West –terms that are monolithic, vague and homogenous. This tendency is 
also reflected in the scholarship studying Islamic linkages between Muslim societies in which an 
‘inferior’ Southeast Asia is projected as ‘naturally’ dependent on the Middle East. This core-
periphery framework then becomes the starting point for much scholarly analysis. Such 
ontological biases end up reifying both Southeast Asia and Middle East. As we have pointed out, 
the  term ‘Middle East’ not only constitutes a problematic term, even the region that is now 
called Middle East was once indebted to Central Asia for its intellectual and cultural splendor. 
 
On a broader level, it is also instructive to note that the fascination with binary 
oppositions and exclusionary geographies such as East and West that is reflected in Al-Imam 
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slightly more than a hundred years ago continue to shape current public discourse even during an 
era of nation-states. We are now told that the centre of economic power will shift to ‘Asia’ as the 
‘West’ suffers a period of insipid growth.  Muslims in Europe are increasingly viewed as 
exhibiting transnational loyalty to a greater (but vague) Islamic identity, thereby marking them as 
‘apart’ and ‘different’ from Europeans. 
 
In this regard, there is a strong and urgent need for scholarship to illuminate 
interconnections and common patterns from a global perspective and move away from the more 
divisive Orientalist biases. A method that takes into account such sensitivities is the integrative 
history approach. As we have pointed out, this approach focuses on interconnections and 
horizontal continuity in world history. By looking at common patterns in both Muslim and non-
Muslim societies, this approach shows that Kipling was wrong: East and West not only met, they 
were more interdependent and responding at times to similar problems and forces, as the 
example of Pan-Islam as shown. The overall implication of this approach, we feel, is that it 
reduces the sense of difference and uniqueness of societies; which inevitably leads to binary and 
divisive oppositions between superior/inferior and so on.  
 
Beyond purely academic considerations, this approach could also help serve as a 
correction to biases that sometimes views events in Islamic societies as something ‘peculiarly 
unique’ to Islam, especially since such perceptions have seeped into public consciousness in 
recent years. As an example, the association Al-Imam made between being Muslim and being an 
Easterner was not unique. Similar ideas were also expressed by Chinese, Indian and Japanese 
intellectuals during the same period. We therefore find it fitting to end our study by reflecting 
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back on the late Marshall Hodgson’s prescient view of this problem and the hopes he has for the 
scholarship: 
 
The inadequacy of our knowledge becomes increasingly painful year by year in our 
present world where peoples of traditionally different historical backgrounds—Europeans 
and Indians, Muslims and Chinese—must live together and forge a sense of common 
humanity.  We scarcely know one another, and must hope that historical scholarship will 
be able increasingly to do its part in giving us the necessary perspective on ourselves and 
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Background of the key founders of Al-Imam 
 
Sheikh Muhammad Tahir Jalaludin al-Azhari 
 
This appendix provides a thumbnail sketch of the biographies of the three key founders of 
Al-Imam. Its first editor-in-chief was Sheikh Muhammad Tahir Jalaludin al-Azhari (1859-1957) 
from Minangkabau. Tahir Jalaludin had spent several years in Egypt Al-Azhar’s University, 
where he had graduated in the field of astronomy. His first cousin was Sheikh Ahmad Khatib, the 
first Malay to hold the position of imam in Mecca’s Masjid al-Haram. Tahir Jalaludin would 
later serve in various senior religious positions upon his return to Malaya. In 1903; and in his 
127 
 
capacity as adviser, he accompanied the Raja Muda (Heir Apparent) of the Sultan of Riau to a 
mission in Mecca together with another of Al-Imam’s co-founder, Syed Sheikh al-Hadi, (Abu 
Bakar 1991:117-122). Between 1909 to 1911, he served as Mufti of Perak (Hamka 1963[1950]: 
233).  
 
Tahir Jalaludin was an influential teacher. For example, in the biography of his father, 
Karim Amrullah, who was himself a key reformist figure in Minangkabau in early 20th century, 
Haji Abdul Malik Karim Amrullah (Hamka) pointed out that his father was influenced by both 
the teachings of Ahmad Khatib and Tahir Jalaludin (Hamka 1963 [1950]: 232). Tahir Jalaludin 
also wrote several textbooks and articles in Malay and Arabic on religious matters and 
astronomy, a list of which can be found in Abu Bakar’s (1991) study of Al-Imam. In 1928, he 
was sentenced to six months jail in Sumatra by the Dutch on suspicions of communist leanings, a 
charge which was later withdrawn (Abu Bakar 1991:60). He did not return to Sumatra again and 
his subsequent years were spent establishing and leading madrasah that followed the ‘reformist’ 
curriculum in different parts of Malaya, at times working with Syed Sheikh Ahmad al-Hadi. 
 
Syed Sheikh Ahmad al-Hadi 
 
Syed Sheikh Ahmad al-Hadi (1862-1934), a Malacca born Arab Malay of Hadrami 
descent (Roff 1967:62) was the most well-known figure amongst all the founders of Al-Imam, 
mainly due to his prolific writings in the mid 1920s to early 1930s (see Alatas 2005). Al-Hadi 
was noted by the prominent Malay journalist, critic and linguist Zainol Abidin bin Ahmad (Zaba) 
as someone who “although is not a Malay by race, is for all intent and purposes, a Malay in life 
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and purpose, he is one of those rarity of people whose heart burns by regret and sadness to see 
the downfall of the Malays” (quoted in Sarim 1979:157). Al-Hadi was also the adopted son of 
Raja Ali Kelana, the younger half -brother of the Sultan of Riau (Roff 1962:169) and was the co-
founder of Persekutuan Rushdiyyah (Rushdiyyah Club) in the island of Penyengat. This was a 
study club whose members were largely made up of Bugis princes who then dominated the Riau-
Lingga Sultanate100 (Abu Bakar 1991:134). Al-Hadi’s connections and contacts were 
instrumental in starting up Al-Imam, where he occupied the position of director and regular 
contributor. Roff however called al-Hadi’s role in Al-Imam as a “polemicist” and 
“propagandist”; and whose contributions were “pungent” (1967:60). These exaggerated 
depictions of al-Hadi’s writings did not cohere with his subsequent efforts in the field of Malay 
printing, journalism, writing and education for which he would receive wider recognition and 
respect as a tireless advocate of Islamic education and reformism up until his death in 1934. 
 
Haji Abbas bin Mohd Taha 
 
The only Singapore-born founder of Al-Imam was Haji Abbas bin Mohd Taha (b.1885).  
Little historical records on Abbas Taha exist and he remains an unknown figure in Singapore 
historiography. He was born in Tanjong Pagar to parents of Minangkabau descent and spent his 
youth in Mecca and later on in Syria and Egypt (Laffan 2003:161). In 1905, he published Kitab 
Kesempurnaan Pelajaran (the Book of Perfection in Education), a translation of educational 
materials he came in contact with during his time in Syria and Egypt (Azra 1999:84). In 1906, he 
                                                          
100 Penyengat was also the heart of Malay literary activities and the island where the Bugis prince and scholar Raja 
Ali Haji produced his masterwork, Tuhfat al-Nafis(The Precious Gift) in 1885, a text that chronicled the rise of his 
Bugis ancestors in the Malay world, in particular within the Riau Sultanate. 
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became the assistant editor of Al-Imam before taking over from Sheikh Muhammad Tahir 
Jalaludin in March 1908 as editor-in-chief when the management was reorganized. After the 
demise of the periodical, Abbas Taha became the chief kathi of a mosque in Tanjong Pagar 
(Sarim 1978: 6) and later on Mufti of Pahang in 1940. The name of the mosque is left 
unmentioned in the literature but it could possibly be the present day Haji Muhammad Salleh 
Mosque which was built in 1903 and located at 37, Palmer Road. 
 
Abbas Taha’s standing as an important historical figure worthy of further study rests on 
three reasons. First, after the demise of the periodical, he started an Al-Imam inspired weekly 
newspaper called Neracha (The Scales) and its monthly companion, Tunas Melayu (The Malay 
Revivalist) from 1911-1915. Neracha engaged in an often heated dialogue over the cause of 
Malay backwardness with the periodical Al-Ittihad (The Endeavour) which was published by 
Malay students in Cairo in 1912 (Sarim 1979:155). This interaction represents an early example 
of a ‘conversation’ between Malays in Southeast Asia and those based in Cairo; an area worth 
studying in order to uncover areas of concerns and the nature of such dialogues. 
 
Second, he was a key figure in a high profile debate between the Islamic Religious 
Council of Kota Bahru, Kelantan and the ‘reformist’ scholars in 1937 on whether the lick of a 
dog nullifies prayer or otherwise. This issue fell under the broader issue of what was called the 
Doctrine of Talfiq, which pertains to the applications of religious rulings by the major schools of 
thought in Islam. In this case, the Shafie school believes that the lick of a dog nullifies prayers 
while this opinion is non-binding for the Hanafi school. Upon his return to Singapore, Abbas 
Taha published a booklet in Jawi outlining the debate, entitled, ‘Masalah Penjilatan Anjing’ 
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(Problems pertaining to the lick of a dog) (Sarim 1979:154), a copy of which we traced to be 
available in the University of Malaya’s collection.  
 
Third, in 1936, Abbas Taha had pressed for calls to establish a pan-Malayan Islamic 
advisory board as the central coordinating body for the entire Malaya. The calls received stiff 
opposition from the West Coast of Malaya, with Kelantan the only state that supported the call. 
Although not mentioned why Kelantan was supportive of the proposal, one reason could be 
because the former Mufti of Kelantan, Haji Wan Musa, was a close friend of Abbas Taha and 
had been part of the reformist group in the 1937 debate. Eventually, the publicity generated by 
Abbas Taha’s efforts allowed him to establish and lead the now forgotten Majlis Ulama 
Singapura (The Singapore Council for Religious Elders) in 1936 (Abu Bakar 1991:130-131). 
Apart from these sketches and broad outlines, no detailed historical study has been carried out to 
examine these aspects of Abbas Taha’s life and his role in the development of Islam in Singapore 
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 One exception is a brief biographical note by Sarim (1978). The debate on the matter pertaining to the lick of a 
dog was triggered after Tengku Ibrahim, the heir apparent to the Sultan of Kelantan, requested a fatwa(opinion) on 
the matter. The Tengku owned a Dalmatian hound which his sister, the Tengku Maharani objected. The debate was 
explored by Roff (1981 [2009]). 
